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ABSTRACT
This dissertation examines church revitalization in Assemblies of God churches in
the United States experiencing stagnation and decline. It examines a contextualized
perspective of various factors, both practical and theological, as well as various
approaches that are being utilized in the field. The result is the formulation of an
approach to church health from the semiotic perspective of the human body that can be
used to diagnose and overcome the pervasive problem of church decline. Section 1
delineates various problems associated with church decline. Statistics and data are used to
define the current reality. The problem of church decline will be explored from a
Pentecostal/Charismatic perspective, in particular from the perspective of the Assemblies
of God through an understanding of their origin and history, particular influences, and
distinct theology. Section 2 examines solutions similar to the problem. Church decline in
America has been pervasive and sustained for more than forty years. A plethora of
strategies have been created to stem the tide of decline on both a micro and macro level.
Various models proposed as a solution for decline are examined. Section 3 provides a
systematic, semiotic approach to address the growing issue of church decline in order to
position churches to embrace revitalization through renewed church health. Sections 4
and 5 describe the creation of a non-fiction book that offers a fresh look at church health
as well as prescriptive tools to lead churches into revitalization.
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SECTION 1: THE PROBLEM
Introduction
Since the mid-1960s, researchers and demographers, both outside and inside
Christian circles, have noted a trend of decline in the local churches and major religious
bodies of America. This downward trend first became noticeable among Mainline
churches.1 Initially, when the crisis first began to loom, many observers relegated this
scenario to churches that posited a more liberal view of theology. This was seen,
anecdotally, from a book by Dean Kelley in 1972, entitled “Why Conservative Churches
are Growing.” However, in the succeeding decades, the trend spread beyond Mainline
denominations throughout all sectors of Protestantism. Today, the decline is evident in
several factors.
From a macro perspective, this trend is seen in the declining numbers of those
who attend church. While groups like the Gallup organization and others have reported
that 40% of Americans attend church, other groups that have tracked attendance trends
since the late 1980s paint a far different picture. In 2004, the Evangelical Covenant
Church tracked the attendance patterns of more than 330,000 Orthodox Christians, which
are inclusive of Catholic, Mainline, and Evangelical traditions, by using statistical models
that multiply a church’s membership number by the denomination’s membership-to-

1

Benton Johnson, Dean R. Hoge, and Donald A. Luidens, “Mainline Churches: The Real Reason
for Decline.” LeadershipU Archive, March 1993, accessed December 5, 2016.
http://www.leaderu.com/ftissues/ft9303/articles/johnson.html.

1

2
attendance ratios. The conclusion of this study found that the actual percentage of church
attendance in America is 17.7%.2
These findings were corroborated by another study conducted by the Journal for
the Scientific Study of Religion in 2005. While their findings confirmed the statistical
analysis of the Evangelical Covenant Church, this research further quantified numerical
values of church attendance by revealing that actual American Christian church
attendance stands at 52 million people (17%) versus the previously believed claims of
132 million people (40%).3 There are many factors which contribute to the trends: the
secularization of society, booming population growth, migration patterns/globalization,
and the emergence of technology in popular culture.
First, the secularization of society is being witnessed by the sharp increase in a
group that researchers call the “nones.” “Nones” can be best described as those who do
not actively identify with any form of religion.4 Leading indicators of “nones” have been
seen in the United Kingdom in previous decades, outpacing the United States at a 2:1
ratio. However, in recent years, this sector of American society has risen sharply in
comparison with the trends of the previous fifty-year span. This concerning dilemma is
illustrated in Figure 1, below.5

2

Kelly Shattuck, “7 Startling Facts: An Up Close Look at Church Attendance in America,”
ChurchLeaders, December 29, 2015, accessed November 30, 2016,
http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/139575-7-startling-facts-an-up-close-look-at-churchattendance-in-america.html/2.
3

C. Kirk Hadaway and Penny Long Marler, “How Many Americans Attend Worship Each Week?
An Alternative Approach to Measurement,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 44, no. 3 (August
25, 2005): 1-16. Accessed December 5, 2016. doi:44(3):307–322.
4

Joseph Liu, “‘Nones’ on the Rise,” Pew Research Center’s Religion & Public Life Project,
October 9, 2012, accessed December 5, 2016, http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/.
5

Ibid.
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Figure 1: Growth of the Religiously Unaffiliated

In 1972, only 5% of Americans claimed to have no religious affiliation; however,
that number stood at 20% in 2012. University of California-Berkley researchers found
that those raised among liberal branches of theology are four times more likely than those
raised with conservative roots to migrate to the furthest reaches of secularization.6
Secondly, decline has been seen in the church’s inability to keep pace with the
surging population in America. As secularization has taken root with the rise of the
“nones,” it has taken hold in greatest proportions among younger generations. While 20%
of all Americans claim the status of being religiously unaffiliated, almost one-third of

6

Yasmin Anwar, “Americans and Religion Increasingly Parting Ways, New Survey Shows,”
Berkeley News, March 12, 2013, accessed December 5, 2016, http://news.berkeley.edu/2013/03/12/nonbelievers/.
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Americans under the age of 30 do not identify with any form of religious expression.7
Simply put, the declining influence of the church over the past 50 years has created a
disconnect with emerging generations of people. With the continuing surge of population,
the inability to connect with younger people is only exacerbated.
Also, the rise of globalization and the increased migratory patterns of foreignborn people into the United States has played a significant factor in church decline. This
factor, combined with cumulative population growth, has created a diffusion of oncestrong external pressures through a wider promulgation of alternative world and religious
perspectives.8 This infusion of culture has presented the Church in America with its
greatest challenge as well as its greatest opportunity. Yet, from all reasonable study of
statistical information, to this point, the difficulty of the challenge has proven greater than
the opportunity.
Finally, the significant increase of technology, and its inherent influences upon
individual lifestyles, has contributed to diminished patterns of church attendance and
vitality. Allen Downey, a computer scientist at Olin College of Engineering in
Massachusetts, suggests that there is a link between greater accessibility to technologies
like the Internet and the loss of religious affiliation. He states, “For people living in

7

James Emery White, “The Continuing, Staggering Rise of the Nones.” Christianity.com, October
23, 2014, accessed December 5, 2016, http://www.christianity.com/blogs/dr-james-emery-white/thecontinuing-staggering-rise-of-the-nones.html.
8

Wayne Jacobsen, “Five Factors Contributing to the Decline in ‘Church Attendance,’” Lifestream.org, January 7, 2016, accessed December 5, 2016. https://www.lifestream.org/five-factorscontributing-to-the-decline-in-church-attendance/.
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homogeneous communities, the Internet provides opportunities to find information about
people of other religions (and none), and to interact with them personally.”9
While Downey does not draw definitive lines of causation, the implication is that
ubiquitous access to the Internet and various avenues of social media has created a
growingly pervasive “virtual” community that has, in many ways, replaced previous
expressions of religious community in conventional church settings. This has been
recognized and addressed by a multiplicity of churches from wide-ranging backgrounds
using livestreaming capabilities and social media platforms in the broadcast of local
church services. It is plausible to assume that technology, and the church’s use of
technology, has created disruptions in typically well-engrained attendance patterns in the
local church. Penny Long Marler noted that among the 132 million Americans estimated
to attend church, 78 million (59%) attend church once per month on average.
Additionally, 25 percent (33 million people) attend church three out of eight weeks.10
These patterns make the task of developing meaningful community, one that adds
vibrancy and fosters deeper levels of discipleship, a difficult and formidable challenge.
As reflected previously, the challenges that face today’s church are like blustering
“headwinds” that create significant obstacles to relational, spiritual, and numerical
growth. These factors are systemic and experienced throughout most churches in

9

“How the Internet Is Taking Away America’s Religion,” MIT Technology Review, April 4,
2014, accessed December 5, 2016, https://www.technologyreview.com/s/526111/how-the-internet-istaking-away-americas-religion/.
10

Kelly Shattuck, “7 Startling Facts: An Up Close Look at Church Attendance in America,”
ChurchLeaders, December 29, 2015, accessed November 30, 2016,
http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/139575-7-startling-facts-an-up-close-look-at-churchattendance-in-america.html/2.

6
America. While decline was first recognized among Mainline churches, every church
organization and denomination is experiencing widespread decline.
The focus of this research is to examine revitalization among Assemblies of God
churches. In comparison to other evangelical groups, the Assemblies of God appears to
be faring better than nearly all the major Christian denominations in America. In fact,
with rare exception, most of the largest twenty-five denominations in America are in
decline. However, the Assemblies of God continues to show modest annual growth at a
rate of 1.72%.11 This growth is largely attributable to the church’s focus on younger
believers, ethnic immigrants, and minorities.12
While the Assemblies is largely regarded as a juggernaut among fellow
evangelical peers, an examination of underlying statistics reveals a problem that is in
keeping with the decline that has infiltrated American churches for the past 50 years. In a
2016 report to the General Presbytery, one of the most influential legislative bodies
within the denomination, statistics revealed that 66.2% of U.S. Assemblies of God
churches are in stagnation or decline as measured by the Annual Church Ministries
Report (ACMR). This represents a significant increase from a low of 59.8% in 19941999.13 This compares with 88% of Southern Baptist churches and 80% of Churches of

11

“Decline in US Mainline Denominations Continues,” Christiantoday.com, February 15, 2010,
accessed December 5, 2016,
http://www.christiantoday.com/article/decline.in.us.mainline.denominations.continues/25305.htm.
12

Mark I. Pinsky, “Assemblies of God Defies Denominational Decline,” Religion News Service,
August 9, 2013, accessed December 5, 2016, http://religionnews.com/2013/08/09/assemblies-of-goddefies-denominational-decline/.
13

Alton Garrison, Report of the Assistant General Superintendent, Report, General Presbytery,
General Council of the Assemblies of God. Springfield, MO. 1-4.
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the Nazarene that are in stagnation or decline.14 Further, the largest churches in the
Assemblies of God provide a disproportionate percentage of overall attendance as well as
growth in the calculations, as is reflected in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Statistical Breakdown of Assemblies of God Churches15

Worship Attendance
Range

# of
Churches

% of
Churches

Worship
Attendance

% of Worship
Attendance

Less than 50

5,069

39.3%

131,125

7%

Less than 100

8,532

66.2%

370,539

19%

Less than 200

10,864

84.2%

689,252

35%

Less than 400

11,977

92.9%

990,802

51%

Less than 1,000

12,647

98.1%

1,376,094

70%

1,000+

250

1.9%

583,340

30%

2,000+

96

0.7%

375,761

19%

As shown, 346 (2.6%) out of 12,992 churches account for 30% of the total
attendance of the denomination. Additionally, 66.2% of all Assemblies of God churches
have less than 100 people in attendance. Given the bottom-heavy demographic of smaller
churches in the movement, the vast majority of Assemblies of God churches battle a
formidable challenge in the area financial and human resources.
David A. Roozen, from the Hartford Institute for Religion Research, observed in
his 2015 study of American congregations:
14

Gary Myers, “Stetzer Highlights Keys to Church Revitalization,” The Courier, November 2,
2007, accessed November 30, 2016, http://baptistcourier.com/2007/11/stetzer-highlights-keys-to-churchrevitalization/.
15

Alton Garrison, Report of the Assistant General Superintendent, Report, General Presbytery,
General Council of the Assemblies of God. Springfield, MO. 1-4.
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The data…shows that the lack of financial resources, as one might expect, is the
primary driver of concerns about viability. Congregations that are in some or
serious financial difficulty are more than three times as likely than more solvent
congregations to see themselves struggling into the future or concerned about
survival.16
While the Assemblies of God faces several challenges to sustained growth and
viability, their history, drawn from Pentecostal origins, has been one of Christianity’s
great success stories in modern times.
Pentecostal Movement
The Pentecostal movement finds its origins among the confluence of revivalism
and Holiness movements that gained prominence in the nineteenth century. Due to these
prevailing influences, the early Pentecostal movement was counter-cultural in message,
methodology, and intention.
In the nineteenth century, the seeds of revivalism were sown through the Great
Revival of 1857, with Jeremiah Lanphier in New York, as well as the reports of the
Welsh Revival of 1904 that created anticipation for something new in American religious
experience.17 The currents of renewal that emanated from these revivals normalized an
expectation of religious fervor and the prospect of widespread cultural impact and effect.
These ingredients set the stage for Pentecostal expression and experience.
While the foreground of Pentecostalism was revivalism, the message of holiness
comprised the contextual background. The Holiness movement was born out of Wesleyan

16

David A. Roozen, “American Congregations 2015: Thriving and Surviving. Faith Communities
Today,” http://faithcommunities.org, accessed November 30, 2016, http://hirr.hartsem.edu/AmericanCongregations-2015.pdf , 2.
17

Fiona Lockett, “The Dawning of Pentecostalism: Five Factors That Made the Pentecostal
Movement,” Talking Pentecostalism, January 1, 2009, accessed December 6, 2016.
http://talkingpentecostalism.blogspot.com/2009/01/dawning-of-pentecostalism-five-factors.html.
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Methodist theology and was very influential in the late nineteenth century. While early
Pentecostal leaders were heavily influenced by the teachings of John Wesley and Charles
Finney, they also came to admire the ministries of A.B. Simpson and John Alexander
Dowie. Simpson and Dowie embraced the core separatist values that the message of
Holiness promoted, but they also strongly asserted the supernatural abilities of God to
bring physical healing through prayer to the lives of believers. This supernatural
component inched the emerging Pentecostal leaders closer to their belief in, and
preaching of, the “Baptism in the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in tongues.”18
This experience comprises the distinctive doctrine of most classical Pentecostal groups.
This theological position proposes that following salvation, based on Acts 2:1-4, a
second, definitive work of grace occurs in the heart of a believer that empowers them for
service through the Holy Spirit and evidenced by speaking in other tongues (glossolalia).
Influenced by Dowie and Simpson, Charles Parham emerged to the forefront of
Pentecostal consciousness with the formation of the Bethel Bible School in Topeka,
Kansas on January 1, 1901.19 Parham was a Methodist supply pastor and found company
in “radical holiness circles.”20 Parham is generally regarded as the founder of the
Pentecostal movement, and his key theological contribution was the concept of tongues

18

Derek Vreeland, “John Alexander Dowie – The Father of Healing Revivalism in America,”
Hope – Faith – Prayer, accessed December 6, 2016. https://www.hopefaithprayer.com/john-alexanderdowie-father-revivalism/.
19

Gary B. McGee, “Tongues, the Bible Evidence,” Enrichmentjournal.org, Summer 1999,
accessed December 6, 2016, http://enrichmentjournal.ag.org/199903/068_tongues.cfm.
20

Fiona Lockett, “The Dawning of Pentecostalism: Five Factors That Made the Pentecostal
Movement,” Talking Pentecostalism, January 1, 2009, accessed December 6, 2016.
http://talkingpentecostalism.blogspot.com/2009/01/dawning-of-pentecostalism-five-factors.html.
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as the initial evidence of Spirit Baptism.21 Parham gave an assignment to his students to
explore the present-day possibilities of the spiritual encounter that took place in Acts 2:14. It was from this exercise that, during a time of prayer, a female student began speaking
in other tongues. Parham’s insistence on tongues created further separation from the
Holiness movement. This emphasis created scorn and disdain between the two
movements. Historians noted, “Almost immediately after the birth of Pentecostalism, the
branch of Christianity which gave birth to the movement was disowning the offspring—
the parent regarded the child as an ugly mutant.”22
This rejection fueled the advance of the small group of Parham’s disciples.
Among the most notable was an African-American man by the name of William J.
Seymour. Seymour was a student of Parham in his newly relocated Bible School in
Houston, Texas. While “Jim Crow” laws prevented Seymour from sitting in the
classroom with white students, Parham allowed him to sit in the hallway to receive
instruction.23 Though he had not experienced the baptism in the Holy Spirit, Seymour felt
directed by God to Los Angeles upon the invitation of Julia Hutchins to spread the
message of the Pentecostal experience. It was here, through a series of events, that
William Seymour found a place of worship, that he would name “The Apostolic Faith
Mission” at 312 Azusa Street in Los Angeles. This location would be the epicenter of a
global Pentecostal awakening.

21

Vinson Synan, The Century of the Holy Spirit: 100 Years of Pentecostal and Charismatic
Renewal, 1901-2001 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2001), 42.
22

Melvin Easterday Dieter, The Holiness Revival of the Nineteenth Century (Metuchen, NJ:
Scarecrow Press, 1980), 183.
23

Sarah E. Parham, The Life of Charles Parham (New York, NY: Garland, 1985), 137.
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From the very beginning of the revival, controversy stirred due to the
unprecedented daily happenings of spiritual experiences. Historian Gary B. McGee has
written:
To read the newspapers in 1906, one might have wondered about all the
excitement in an old building on Azusa Street in the industrial part of the city.
According to the Los Angeles Times, a bizarre new religious sect had started with
people “breathing strange utterances and mouthing a creed which it would seem
no sane mortal could understand.” Furthermore, “Devotees of the weird doctrine
practice the most fanatical rites, preach the wildest theories, and work themselves
into a state of mad excitement.”24
Among the spiritual phenomena of the revival meetings, there was also
considerable controversy regarding race relations. While Seymour, as an AfricanAmerican, led the meetings and preached (see Figure 3, below), the services were
attended by both blacks and whites— something unheard of in the early 1900s. In the
racist mentality of the time, the fact that the meetings were led by an African-American
among White parishioners, and involved methodologies like the “laying on of hands”,
made the aberrational religious behaviors even more scandalous to the casual observer.
Though these factors created intimidating barriers, the display of God’s power caused a
surging number of attendees to participate in the revival meetings.

24

Gary B. McGee, “William J. Seymour and the Azusa Street Revival,” Enrichmentjournal.org,
Fall 1999, accessed December 6, 2016, http://enrichmentjournal.ag.org/199904/026_azusa_3.cfm.
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Figure3: William J. Seymour and his wife, Jenny Moore Seymour25

While the mixture of the races was politically incorrect to secular society, the
believers involved recognized the racial harmony as the outgrowth of the activity of the
Holy Spirit in their lives:
African-Americans, Latinos, whites, and others prayed and sang together, creating
a dimension of spiritual unity and equality, almost unprecedented for the time. It
allowed men, women, and children to celebrate their unity in Christ and
participate as led by the Spirit. Indeed, so unusual was the mixture of blacks and
whites, that [Frank] Bartleman enthusiastically exclaimed, ‘The color line was
washed away in the blood.’ He meant that in the sanctifying work of the Holy
Spirit, the sin of racial prejudice had been removed by the cleansing blood of
Jesus Christ.26
The fledgling revival movement capitalized on the controversies that surrounded
it. They began to publish a newspaper called The Apostolic Faith. The newspaper
allowed them to document the astounding miracles that they witnessed while also
presenting the revival in a positive light to increase their respectability and notoriety
among wider audiences.27

25

Ibid.

26

Ibid.

27

Stanley M. Burgess, Gary B. McGee, and Patrick H. Alexander, Dictionary of Pentecostal and
Charismatic Movements (Grand Rapids, MI: Regency Reference Library, 1988), 34.
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With the increased exposure, the Azusa Street Revival became a global
phenomenon. Notable figures in revival, including Frank Bartleman and Lucy
Leatherman, literally made trips around the world to spread the news of God’s power on
display at Azusa Street. Nations that were directly impacted by the outward reach of the
revival included China, Japan, the Philippines, India, South Africa, Egypt, Canada, and
several European countries.28
The greatest legacy of the Azusa Street Revival was the formation and reformation of several Pentecostal groups that organized as “fellowships” and
denominations because of the work of the Holy Spirit in the Pentecostal movement.
These groups included the predominantly African-American Church of God in Christ, the
Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee), the Pentecostal Holiness Church, the Pentecostal
Free Will Baptist Church, and the Assemblies of God. These groups, through their
missionary efforts, have reached nearly every nation of the world with a representation of
the Gospel while seeing millions receive Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.
Formation of the Assemblies of God
In the post-revival period, following the end of the Azusa Street meetings, the
revival spirit spread rapidly through the influence of those who were impacted by the
work of the Holy Spirit that occurred there. Many believers, who claimed an experience
with the Holy Spirit through speaking in tongues, returned to their churches reporting this
restorationist experience. Many were not received favorably by their churches in the
Mainline tradition. Denunciations came from leading evangelical figures of the day such

28

Ibid., 35.

14
as G. Campbell Morgan and W.B. Godbey.29 As a result, the majority of these
Pentecostal believers were expelled from their churches of origin.
This negative reaction created a growing number of disenfranchised people who
claimed a Pentecostal experience, yet had no formal sanction or organization with which
to affiliate. Through the efforts of men like E.N. Bell and Mack Pinson, a publication
called The Word and Witness issued the call for a meeting to convene among leading
Pentecostal figures in the resort town of Hot Springs, Arkansas in 1914. It has been
noted:
The announcement elicited varied response[s]. Pentecostals tended to distrust
organization, claiming that the New Testament offered no precedent for anything
beyond local church order. Most Pentecostals had distanced themselves from the
denominations before embracing Pentecostal teaching; some had been forced to
break denominational ties when they had begun espousing tongues speech and
divine healing. Most were convinced that organization stifled the Holy Spirit.30
Despite these concerns, approximately three hundred delegates met in an opera
house (see Figure 4, below) in Hot Springs on April 2-12, 1914. Their mandate for these
meetings was to promote unity and doctrinal stability, provide a legally recognized means
for organization, engage in a worldwide missions program, and establish a ministerial
training school.31

29

Fiona Lockett, “The Dawning of Pentecostalism: Five Factors That Made the Pentecostal
Movement,” Talking Pentecostalism, January 1, 2009, accessed December 6, 2016.
http://talkingpentecostalism.blogspot.com/2009/01/dawning-of-pentecostalism-five-factors.html.
30

Stanley M. Burgess, Gary B. McGee, and Patrick H. Alexander, Dictionary of Pentecostal and
Charismatic Movements (Grand Rapids, MI: Regency Reference Library, 1988), 34.
31

“History of the Assemblies of God,” Ag.org, accessed December 6, 2016,
http://www.ag.org/top/About/History/index.cfm.
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Figure 4: Opera House in Hot Springs, AR

While numerous doctrinal challenges would emerge following the initial meeting
that threatened the core value of unity, the Assemblies of God would rise out of this
internal conflict to establish a resolute commitment to orthodox, Trinitarian theology as
well as the formation of a statement of “fundamental truths” by 1916.32 This theological
composition remains intact to the present day and is still the basis for affiliation with and
cooperation within the group.
The founders of the Assemblies of God sought to distance themselves from a
denominational perception; instead, they labeled themselves as a “voluntary cooperative
fellowship” that is a hybrid of ecclesial governance models. While local churches are
governed in a congregational structure, ministers within the fellowship are governed by a
hybrid Presbyterial and Episcopalian form of accountability.33 This mix of governance
models seeks to take the best attributes from various traditions. In this approach, local
churches remain primarily sovereign (congregational), while ministers are held
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accountable to a hierarchy of authority (Episcopalian), and cooperative efforts among
churches were dealt with by means of presbyteries (Presbyterial).
The Assemblies of God would continue, for decades following, with a more
moderate Pentecostal approach than many of its Pentecostal peers. It affirmed the role of
women in ministry, embraced African-American ministers by 1957, and was among the
first Pentecostal groups to gain membership into the National Association of
Evangelicals.
The Assemblies of God, from its formation, embraced a global view of
Christianity and made its missionary enterprise the highest priority. Attempts were made
as early as 1917 to recognize and empower missionary workers to be dispatched around
the world. Though the Assemblies of God began with 300 delegates in rural Arkansas in
1914, today the worldwide constituency of the Assemblies of God numbers 67,992,330
believers in 225 countries, with 365,157 churches and 388,472 ministers.34 While the
global reach of the Assemblies of God makes it the largest Protestant group in the world,
the movement has not been as pervasive in the United States. Today, the Assemblies of
God (USA) is comprised of 3,146,741 adherents in 12,849 churches, with 36,884
ministers.35 These statistics make the Assemblies of God the seventh-largest Protestant
group in the United States of America.36
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Theological Issues
The Assemblies of God, like many churches, possess certain mindsets based on
theological constructs that often make the process of church revitalization more
problematic. Many of these theological difficulties are rooted in the historical analysis
provided. Among the more notable mindsets/theological axioms that undermine church
revitalization is the distrust of organization, a misunderstanding of revival in the local
church, and the acceptance of decline as a validation of holiness.
Early Pentecostals had difficulty in uniting due to skepticism of organization,
which was viewed as an impediment to the work of the Holy Spirit. Traditionally, this
idea has also fostered a dim view of higher levels of formal ministerial training in the
Assemblies of God. A Fact Report Survey from the Assemblies of God reports:
While it is typical for ministers in historic denominations to hold the minimum
equivalent of a four-year Bachelor’s degree from an accredited college or
university and a three-year Master’s degree from a seminary, and most ecumenists
hold advanced degrees (PhD) as well, a study of educational levels among
Assemblies of God clergy in 2000, revealed that among senior pastors, 12% had
no education beyond high school and 4.3% claimed no ministerial training at all.
While 30.6% claimed some training in college or at a technical school, 27.4% had
taken a certificate course or had completed some correspondence courses in
ministerial training. Some 55.6% had attended Bible College, though only 41.3%
completed a degree. While 12.4% held a master’s degree, only 9.9% held a
seminary degree [often in counseling] and 2.8% held an advanced degree in
ministry.37
While many Evangelical groups insist upon formal seminary training as a prerequisite to ministerial service, the Assemblies of God has a disproportionately lower
percentage of ministers who have sought training at the seminary level as compared with
their Evangelical counterparts. This is due, in part, to a distrust of organizational
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philosophies. They have embraced a direct, personal experience with the Holy Spirit,
while viewing organizational and academic rigor as the causational link to the
“professionalization” of the clergy and the loss of the anointing. While this
“professionalization” can be a dangerous departure from the historical origins of the
Pentecostal movement, and in many cases, is indicative of mission-drift through
displaced spiritual focus and passions, the likely culprit for such things rests in a plethora
of human issues that go beyond modes of training and the need for order through
organization. It is precisely these reservations that hinder many pastoral leaders from
properly accepting and assessing church decline. When leaders make such an assessment,
this realization requires organizational intentionality that many fear will undermine the
spontaneous, sovereign work of the Holy Spirit. For many, this equates to a religious
humanism. Their rebuke stems from the core of Pentecostal theology and practice
through the Scriptural emphatic: “It is not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says
the Lord of Hosts.”38
Closely related to the suspicion of organization, the influences of revivalism also
weigh heavily upon concerted measures for church revitalization. The birthplace and
genesis of movements, like the Assemblies of God, is found in the demonstration of
God’s power through revival-based approaches that translate into broad-based appeal and
numerical success. Certainly, a case can be made that revival is longed for and needed in
today’s church; however, an overdependence upon the sovereignty of God has left many
churches waiting on God to do “everything,” while God is waiting on them to do
“something.” This problematic posture portends that revival is “normative” instead of
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“seasonal.” The historical record is replete with revivals that began and ended – a
seasonal epoch where God visited His Church in supernatural dimensions. D. Martin
Lloyd-Jones observed, “We can define it [revival] as a period of unusual blessing and
activity in the life of the Christian Church.”39 When revival is believed to be normative,
then there is an overdependence on the sovereignty of God. This historical tension
between the sovereignty of God and the initiative of man (free will) can be understood as
a “both/and” and not an “either/or” proposition. This is especially true in the deliberate
attempt to stem decline in the local church. A prayer for a local church from Dr. Robert
Frost, a leader within the Charismatic Renewal, says it well, “Lord, help them to lay
foundations that are strong enough to bear the weight You will place on them later.”40
The church’s cooperation with God’s power allows for the salvation of the unbelieving,
the discipleship of new believers, the alleviation of human suffering as a reflection of the
love of Jesus, the training of young people for ministry, and the care of widows and
orphans. Overdependence on revivalism often creates an inherently spiritual attractional
model that unintentionally results in a “cocooning” of believers in huddled masses within
churches, to the detriment of incarnational living outside the walls of the church among
an emerging secularized society.
The final theological problem is the belief that their decline is validation of their
holiness before God. Historically, those embracing a Pentecostal viewpoint have been
marginalized within their respective communities as well as among other religious groups
in Evangelical circles. This initial rejection was a reaction to the work of the Spirit that
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manifested in unusual ways. Yet, in the historical account, this rejection fueled a
determination and dependence on God that led to a worldwide movement that witnessed
millions of people coming into the kingdom of God.
Certainly, with the spread of Pentecostalism from the “global north” to the
“global south,” there is significant cause to accept the link between Pentecostal
expression and persecution. Mathew Clark writes, “In this regard Pentecostals are ‘more
harassed, persecuted, suffering, martyred than perhaps any other Christian tradition in
recent history.… They are often scorned, imprisoned, tortured and killed by totalitarian
dictators or those revolutionaries who oppose such regimes.’”41
Yet, with the historical record bearing witness to remarkable growth and renewal,
the acceptance of the “rejection paradigm” fosters a “martyr complex” by which the
inability to reach the surrounding community is interpreted as a loyalty to heritage and an
uncompromising stance for holiness. This perception has emboldened many dying
congregations to reject the possibility of redemption for the world in favor of an
acquiescence and capitulation to be separate from the world. As culture has moved into
post-modernity, the notion to build protective barriers from the encroachment of culture
negates the Great Commission, which seeks to build bridges to the culture. The requisite
reality is that the church that adopts this perspective is not being persecuted but ignored.
Despite the challenges found among historical theological complexities, the stark
reality of church decline is creating greater openness and renewed interest in the
revitalization of the local church. The need for resources that address the issue, while
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recognizing these difficult theological constructs is needed to foster a resurgence of
spiritual vitality, tangible influence, and sustainable numerical growth.

SECTION 2: VARIOUS APPROACHES
The field of church revitalization runs deep, with many resources offering
answers to the spiraling decline that began fifty years ago. These approaches range from
prescriptive models that rely largely on the replication of methodologies in a given locale,
to approaches that rely more on techniques from the field of business and marketing, to
those who ignore church decline among existing churches in a micro-perspective through
the adoption of a macro-solution that allows local churches to die. However, while no
single pathway possesses a comprehensive solution, there are beneficial, extractable
principles to be found in the various approaches and methodologies that are examined
below. The team behind the Renovate Conference from the Southern Baptist Convention,
the nation’s largest evangelical event of its kind, says it well:
Not everyone who works in church renewal is wired the exact same way and it is
important to understand each congregation’s individual needs and not try to make
a one size fits all! There is no magic pill in church revitalization. Far too much
writing on church growth of the 1980s was designed in a one size fits all, ‘Bigger
is Better’ model and while it may not have been the only cause for declining
numbers in our churches, but it certainly contributed!42
An understanding of these approaches fosters heightened sensitivity as well as a
more nuanced perspective in discerning proper means of implementation in local
contexts. This analysis will present several movements and approaches as they have
emerged since the realization of church decline in America.

42

Tom Cheyney, “Developing an Intentional Church Revitalization Paradigm,” RENOVATE
National Church Revitalization Conference, March 30, 2014, accessed December 8, 2016,
http://renovateconference.org/intentional-church-revitalization.

22

23
Church Growth Movement
The church growth movement began in the mid-1950s through a book written by
Donald McGavran called The Bridges of God.43 Although primarily championed in the
United States in the following decades, many of the insights propelling the movement
emerged from the “third world.” McGavran was born in India in 1897 as a part of a thirdgeneration missionary family. He would pursue education in the United States, ultimately
receiving a Ph.D. from Columbia University.44
McGavran had intentions of pursuing a career in business. While studying at
Butler University, he remarked, “My father has done enough for the Lord. It is time for
me to strike out for myself and earn some money.”45 These early motivations are
reflected in the pragmatism of his later work, like one of his oft-quoted statements,
“When a church is growing, why is it growing?”46
In the course of his business pursuits, Donald had a life-changing experience in
his faith, and felt a definitive calling to return to India. His dissertation at Columbia
University dealt with a comparative analysis of Hinduism and Christianity. This
preparation allowed McGavran to return to India, with the missionary arm of The
Disciples of Christ, to lead a mission school. His work in the school, along with his
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upbringing and education, allowed him to become an authority in the Hindi language and
to translate the Gospels into the Chattisgarhi dialect.47
It was in the course of his missionary work that he connected with J. Waskom
Pickett, who was mentored by the great Methodist missionary E. Stanley Jones. Waskom
was intrigued by the idea of “mass movements” and “mass conversions.” McGavran
would later say of Pickett, “I lit my candle at his fire.”48
The sensibilities of McGavran’s background in the Disciples of Christ combined
with the practicality of Pickett’s Methodism blended to establish a multi-faceted legacy
that gave shape to the Church Growth Movement. Among those notable values are:
practical research-based orientation, a sensitivity to the movements of people and people
groups, an awareness of social networks, an urgency to reach the masses, the study of
converts’ motives, and an emphasis upon discipling and “perfection” as a part of
evangelism.49
Due to the theological and philosophical values mentioned above, the Church
Growth Movement emerged to present a distinct dichotomy in the mindsets and
approaches that the church has taken in dealing with issues of decline. While
Mainline churches depended upon the social sciences using theoretical models to
come to grasp with the changing realities of the Church, those who composed the
Church Growth perspective were primarily more conservative and constructed
their ideas from the primary thought of “saving as many souls as possible.”50
Therefore, this movement, according to the Great Commission Research Network,
can be defined in the following way:

47

Howard Culbertson, “The Modern Church Growth Movement,” Southern Nazarene University,
July 12, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://home.snu.edu/~hculbert/cghist.pdf.
48

Ibid.

49

Ibid.

50

David A. Roozen and C. Kirk Hadaway, Church and Denominational Growth (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1993), 135.

25
Church growth is that discipline which investigates the nature, function, and
health of Christian churches, as they relate to the effective implementation of the
Lord’s Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20). It is a spiritual conviction, yet it is
practical, combining the eternal principles of God’s Word with practical insights
of social and behavioral sciences.51
This conservative, evangelical “ethos” combined with a pragmatic “pathos”
allowed the movement to take root among churches who were fundamentalist in doctrine
and highly evangelistic in practice. This was especially true among churches that were
emerging from the Charismatic Renewal that was sweeping the United States in the late1960s through the 1980s. Charles Van Engen from Fuller Theological Seminary notes:
Church Growth theory has been eclipsed and sometimes submerged and
misunderstood due to extra layers of phenomena such as healing ministries, signs
and wonders, power evangelism, strategic level warfare, world prayer
movements, and new apostolic reformation churches. Yet all of these are built
upon the theoretical and theological foundations of a cohesive and coherent
missiology known as “Church Growth.”52
The submergence of the movement into a Charismatic identity and its relationship
with leaders such as C. Peter Wagner, accurately or inaccurately, created a more
marginalized expression that may have contributed to the diminishment of its larger
appeal.
The Church Growth Movement’s contribution to the greater understanding of
church revitalization has been influential to other movements through McGavran’s
contention that the “main barrier to conversion needs to be theological and not something
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else.”53 This pragmatic axiom essentially served as a basis for the “Seeker-Sensitive”
movement that would follow in years to come. This movement was another pragmatic
reflection of the Church Growth Movement, which attempted to free the Church from
traditional dogma that served as obstacles to secular people. The contemporization of
methodology built an attractional model of organizational thought that was based more
on the “felt needs” of the respondent than on long-held practices or theological
convictions.
Additionally, researchers, like Ed Stetzer, have recognized a biological and
organizational succession from the Missio Dei Movement to the Church Growth
Movement to the Missional Movement of today. The shared philosophical DNA among
these groups has been a willingness to ask “questions about how best to reach more
people for Jesus, when many in the mainline traditions had lost that focus.”54
While perspectives remain divided over the legacy of the movement, its founder,
Donald McGavran, put forth an approach towards strengthening local churches that has
been characterized as optimistic, practical, and vision-driven.55
Organic/Third Space Churches
A common restorationist thread runs through all church revitalization approaches,
whether it is the restoration of God’s power through spiritual manifestations, rapid
numerical growth through conversions, or expressions of revolutionary social justice.
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There is a recurring idea of recovery and/or renewal of something that has been lost. The
greater frequency with which organic or third space churches have been emerging in
recent years emphasizes a desire to recover the sense of community that was displayed in
the early Church. Commonly, organic churches have a passion to live out their faith in
deeply embedded community with fellow believers to transform the greater community
and culture that surrounds them as in cases of urban blight and, subsequently, “white
flight.”
The organic church is primarily an expression of faith rather than an organized
movement.56 It has been made synonymous with “house churches,” and has many
similarities to “third space” churches. However, many organic churches have taken on a
form of communal living than surpasses typical understandings and experiences among
house churches. Because most organic churches lack collective cohesion in terms of
umbrella organizations, as churches typically experience in denominations, it is difficult
to accurately identify the number of churches in America who would self-identify in this
way. Frank Viola explains:
Consequently, those who are regarded as voices of what some are calling the
organic church movement do not all agree on what the church is, nor how she
expresses herself on the earth. Nor do they see eye to eye on God’s ultimate
intention. That said, organic church is not a monolith, and therefore, it cannot
rightly be called a movement.57
While organic churches are not a movement, there are some commonalities within
them. Organic churches exist outside the conventional functions of a local church.
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Therefore, the identity of organic churches has become tied to house churches. Also, the
underlying motivator of many organic churches is the need to depart from the organized
church to live out their faith at a deeper level of discipleship and apart from the historical
failures inherent to conventional Christianity.
At the heart of organic and third space churches is the idea of submerging.
Submerging is an intentional attempt to become deeply embedded into the context where
life and faith intersects. Jon Huckins, an author and participant in an organic church in
San Diego, writes:
The posture of submerging can be understood as our attempt to incarnate Jesus in
our locale while participating in a community that models and disciples us in this
expression of life. Submerging implies correctly that we are purposing our life to
go ‘deeper’: in God, in discovering ourselves, and in community. At the heart of
submerging is the commitment to break away from the culture of isolationism that
pervades society as a whole as well as the Church.58
The submerging or embedding principle is what unites organic and third space
churches. While organic churches live out their faith in community in houses and
neighborhoods, third space churches demonstrate their connection to the surrounding
culture in the marketplace to reach people for Christ outside of the confines of a typical
local church while aiming to be financially self-sustaining. Third space churches are akin
to groups like “Fresh Expressions” that was birthed from the evangelistic efforts of The
Church of England. These third spaces often take the form of coffee shops, skate parks,
surfer churches, cowboy churches, and a host of venues that transcend the trappings of
institutionalized religious approaches.59
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While the originators of these third space churches originally took hold in Europe,
the greater value of this ministry has been embraced in the United States across
denominational lines. Those who embrace third space approaches feel that this enables
the fullest missional-incarnational representation of Jesus in the context of ministry by
creating places where dialogue and the embrace of culture can be more fully realized.
Simple Church
The Simple Church approach is based on the book Simple Church: Returning to
God’s Process for Making Disciples by Thom Rainer and Eric Geiger. The authors label
it as a “revolution” to remove the clutter and accumulated programs that weigh upon the
church’s ability to make a life-changing impact. The chief aim is to bring to the forefront
four values that shape meaningful ministry in the Simple Church. Those four words are:
clarity, movement, alignment, and focus.60 The Simple Church is defined as a church:
designed around a straightforward and strategic process that moves people
through the stages of spiritual growth. The leadership and the church are clear
about the process (clarity) and are committed to executing it. The process flows
logically (movement) and is implemented in each area of the church (alignment).
The church abandons everything that is not in the process (focus).61
The research for the book follows the activity of churches in the contextual
comparison of growing and declining churches:
The book is based on research of over 400 churches classified into two strata. The
vibrant/growing strata consisted of churches that had demonstrated at least 5
percent growth in worship attendance for three consecutive years. The non-
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growing churches, by contrast, had less than one percent growth over the same
three-year period.62
The constructs for Simple Church engineering are refreshing and credible.
However, for churches enduring the crushing weight of bureaucracy and traditional
programmatic baggage at the expense of equipping disciples for incarnational living, the
insights contained present a daunting challenge when faced with deeply engrained church
cultures that have been sacredly formed and preserved for decades and, in some cases,
centuries.
Many of the case studies in Simple Church feature success stories of those who
have implemented the approach. While reassuring, these stories present several examples
of churches that are led by their founders, thus allowing for a far more effective
implementation of Simple Church values. For those who face revitalization in declining
churches that were once admired and successful, the goal for “simple” may not always be
achievable; however, “simplexity” may be.
“Simplexity” is a phrase coined by Dr. Leonard Sweet, who combines the ideas of
the “simple” and the “complex.”63 While the context of the “simplexity” emerges from
the growing evolution of personal faith in Sweet’s life, this concept aptly finds a place in
churches with storied pasts. Therefore, the aspirational goal for many declining churches
may be to become progressively “simpler” while allowing the “complexity” of history
and tradition to add textured value in their approach to ministry. The ability to regain
relevance while holding the tension of tradition is essential for revitalization to be
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realized in multi-generational settings. This can be understood as an “ancient-future”
approach to ministry while remaining in keeping with the themes of Simple Church.64
Rainer and Geiger recognize the pain and difficulty associated with this crucial
and determinative step in the process for revitalization:
So this tension exists. You desire to see changes happen now for the sake of the
kingdom and the unchanged people in your community. Yet you desire to bring
the people you already have along with you. How is this tension resolved?
Change theorists argue over this tension. Some advocate the change should
happen all at once. Quickly. These people insist that it is less painful to cut off
your arm with one fell swoop as opposed to one section at a time. They advise to
tie all changes to an overarching vision and go for it. They believe that big
sweeping changes produce results quickly, which ultimately validates the change.
Other change theorists shake their heads in disagreement to this advice. They
believe that change should be slow, incremental, and methodical. These people
insist the goal of change is not destruction but transformation…
Which group is right? Both approaches to change have succeeded. Both
approaches to change have failed. You must live with this tension. Now/later.
Fast/slow. Sweeping/incremental change.65
The Purpose Driven Church
The Purpose Driven Church is a movement that began as an outgrowth of the
best-selling book bearing its name. The book was written by Rick Warren. Warren
pastors the 20,000-member Saddleback Community Church, an innovative Southern
Baptist congregation that is located on 120 acres in Lake Forest, California. He is also the
best-selling author of The Purpose Driven Life, the creator of the popular “40 Days of
Purpose” campaign, and the founder and director of P.E.A.C.E., a worldwide Christian-
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based effort to end hunger and poverty. In 2002, Warren was nominated as “America’s
most influential pastor.”66
Both The Purpose Driven Church and The Purpose Driven Life rank among the
bestselling books of all time. This success has propelled large numbers of Evangelical
churches to adopt the methodologies espoused in the book. The premise of The Purpose
Driven Church is the adoption of the principles that Warren used to start and grow
Saddleback Community Church.
The Purpose Driven Church is centered around five biblical values that are
intended to drive healthy ministry and lead to sustainable growth. Those five purposes are
described in the table, Figure 5, below.67 These values, based upon Acts 2:42-47, promote
directional movement, while also providing disciplined boundaries that preserve vision
and ministry cohesion.
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Figure 5: Purpose-Driven/Saddleback Model
Purpose

Task

Acts 2:42-47

Objective

Target

Outreach

Evangelize

“…added to their number
daily those who were
being saved.”

Mission

Exalt

“They devoted
themselves to…breaking
of bread and
prayers…praising God.”

Fellowship

Life

Basic

The Church
Provides

Emotional

Component

Human
Need

Community

My Witness

Purpose
to live for

A Focus for
living

Significance

Magnify

Crowd

My Worship

Power to
live on

A Force for
living

Stimulation

Encourage

“…devoted to the
fellowship…all the
believers were
together…they ate
together”.

Membership

Congregation

My
Relationships

People to
live with

A Family
for living

Support

Discipleship

Edify

“They devoted
themselves to the
apostles’ teaching.”

Maturity

Committed

My Walk

Service

Equip

“They gave to anyone as
he had need.”

Ministry

Core

My Work

Worship

A
Principles
Foundation
to live by
for living
Profession

to live
out

A Function
for living

Benefit

Stability

SelfExpression

Among the resources reviewed to this point, the model created at Saddleback is
one of the most clearly articulated of any effort that has been made toward church
revitalization. This model is among the first to create assimilation models directly tied to
a value-based vision that comprehensively and uniformly serves the ministry.
However, the presumption of the model is that what worked in Southern
California is uniformly prescriptive across geographic regions, church traditions, and
socio-economic classes. The prescriptive nature of the model harkens to various
methodologies of the Church Growth Movement. Ed Stetzer writes:
Warren surveyed his community and found why people in his community did not
go to church. Warren [then] developed his strategy from an analysis of the
community. Warren’s process, not his letter, is the key. He asked the unchurched
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about their values, needs, and preferences and then developed his outreach
accordingly. We need to exegete our communities as well.68
Along with its prescriptive nature, another caution with the Saddleback model is
the business-driven nature of the process. The Purpose Driven Church model potentially
falls into the category of “new paradigm churches.” This designation is “identified by a
philosophy of ministry intentionally designed to effect numerical growth. In their church
growth methodologies, more attention is paid to market strategy, business techniques, and
demographics than to New Testament instruction.”69 While The Purpose Driven
Church’s model is unquestionably successful in its original context as well as in several
other settings, any model that is largely prescriptive requires prayerful modification to
effectively serve the unique needs and personality native to a particular place or religious
tradition.
Warren’s model, along with McGavran’s, is often regarded as the most highly
successful and ubiquitous in terms of numerical success among models that are primarily
prescriptive. While critiques abound, there is little empirical data to confirm or deny
these claims. While beneficial in many regards, it is also highly formulaic, which lends
itself for wholesale implementation without the necessary consideration for usefulness
and fit among divergent contexts.
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SECTION 3: THE THESIS
Biblical Theology of Revitalization
As a matter of hermeneutics, the streams of biblical theology find their origins in
Genesis, the book of “beginnings,” and find growing understanding and revelation as
theological threads move throughout scripture until they find the consummation of their
understanding and fulfillment in the Book of the Revelation. Yet, the word
“revitalization,” similar to other theological concepts like the Trinity, is not found in the
Bible. Unquestionably, the life force of the Holy Spirit that animates and brings to life all
that is intrinsically connected to God and His kingdom is woven throughout the canon of
scripture.70
In the book of Genesis, as God formed man from the dust of the ground, the Bible
says He “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.”71
The “breath” or ruach of God is symbolically tied to the work of the Holy Spirit
throughout the Old Testament. The respirative work of God enables a wide range of
dynamic relationships between God and humanity.72 Conversely, the absence of breath
brings a distinction of lifelessness. The Prophet Jeremiah describes the images and idols
of his culture, when he remarked, “and there is no breath (ruach) in them.”73
With Adam as an archetype of all that God would create and bring to life, His
breath, as the work of His Spirit, lends the divine spark for all that is created to come to
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life and remain sustained in life. Therefore, the loss of breath signifies the dying process.
Psalm 104, which is written in the context of creation, says, “You hide Your face, they
are troubled; You take away their breath, they die and return to their dust.”74
In the New Testament, the inauguration of the Church in the Book of Acts is seen,
felt, and experienced from the “rushing wind” that swept into the upper room.75 The
“rush of wind” typifies the breath of God that filled Adam’s body corporally as the wind
now fills the Church organizationally. From the primacy of these verses, any biblical
work of revitalization is ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit, who, as a result of His
holiness, is completely separate and beyond man and his ingenuity. Consequently, this
realization creates total dependency on God as the only benefactor of animating power
that can cause a church to live again.
As the canon nears its close, Jesus is revealed as the great “revitalizer” of His
Church. He speaks through the Apostle John to seven churches, of which, six required
revitalization. Bobby Jamiesen comments:
Jesus rebukes the Ephesians who are doctrinally sound but lack love (Revelation
2:2-7). He commends the church in Pergamum for holding fast his name, yet he
rebukes them for entertaining false teaching, and he calls them to repent
(Revelation 2:13-17). The church in Thyatira had some who held to false
teaching, and Jesus promises to judge them (Revelation 2:20-23), but the rest of
the church he commends and encourages to persevere (Revelation 2:19, 24-28).76
His echoing refrain of “I have something against you” gives caution and
confidence in the revitalizing of today’s church. The caution comes from a burden of
accountability that our work matters to God, and our confidence comes from realizing
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that Jesus knows everything that challenges the important work of bringing churches to
life again.
The early church, in the Book of Acts, also reflects the care and concern that
Jesus possessed for the Church, and they followed in His steps. After the death of Jesus,
He “breathed” on His disciples to empower them for the forthcoming work of the
Church.77 The ruach of the Old Testament is now seen by the pneuma of the New
Testament. Pneuma also reflects the breath and wind of God embedded in the identity
and work of the Holy Spirit.78 The breath that enlivened Adam breathes supernatural
dimensions of life in the formation of the Church as the “sound of a rushing wind”79
brings power and presence to the disciples who waited for the “promise of the Father.”80
The work of the Spirit, on the Day of Pentecost, causes a catalytic convergence of
thousands of people who formed the first church. This convergence quickly encountered
difficulties that risked the survival of the infant movement. The directional voice of the
Spirit lends wisdom and insight to solve a crucial dispute among Greek widows.81
Human/divine cooperation in the care of the church is at the heart of church health and
revitalization.
The interplay of the human and divine is apparent in the ministry of the Apostle
Paul. Of particular note, following the close of the first General Assembly, Paul and
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Barnabas depart for their second missionary journey.82 When a dispute arises between
Paul and Barnabas concerning the ongoing role of John Mark, Paul’s separation results in
him traveling through Syria and Cilicia with the intent of “strengthening the churches.”83
His ministry among the Corinthians provides insight into the biblical scope and
shape of church revitalization. Paul planted the church in Corinth in 50 AD, according to
Acts 18:1-18.84 The church at Corinth exists as one of Paul’s most successful church
plants; however, by the time of the writing of 1 Corinthians in 54-55 AD, the church was
teetering in a precarious state of existence. The human/divine partnership is witnessed in
Paul’s leadership as he contended with toxic issues that threatens the church’s survival.
Consider the following from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians:
Divisions and factions: some saying “I follow Paul,” or “I follow Apollos” (1:1017);
Tolerating sexual immorality (5:1-13);
Lawsuits among church members (6:1-8);
Confusion over marriage and sexuality (7:1-40);
Division in the church over the limits of Christian freedom (8:1-13; 10:1-33);
Worship wars (Chapters 11-14);
And false teaching about the resurrection (Chapter 15).85
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Later in Paul’s ministry, he provides leadership in addressing the growing needs
and problems associated with the church in Ephesus. After his three-year ministry among
the Ephesians, Paul warns the church concerning an infiltration of false teachers that
would threaten their survival.86 While the elders of Ephesus ignore Paul’s warning, the
vitality of the Ephesian church declines considerably in intervening years. After Paul was
released from prison in Rome, he was made aware of the dire situation in Ephesus. As a
means to address the situation, Paul sends Timothy to provide leadership, and the result is
a manual for church revitalization in the form of the book of 1 Timothy.87 Under
Timothy’s leadership, the vibrancy and health of the Ephesian church returns, and the
church plants other churches throughout Asia Minor.
A final biblical consideration exists as motivation for the revitalization of the
church is that God’s people bear His name. While the church exists organizationally
throughout the world in various forms and expressions, the most basic, and yet profound
and sacred, representation of the church to God are His people. Christians are the most
tender expression of the Church.88 As such, we are bearers of his name,89 and God is
jealous for His name.90
As the people of God, we are God’s most authentic revelation of the Church, and
the local church is the most tangible representation of our cooperation with God for His
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witness on earth. Therefore, the health and vibrancy of the local church is of paramount
importance to God, to us, and to the world that needs its message.
Semiotic: Church as a Body
The human body as the Church is one of the clearest and most incontrovertible
metaphors used in biblical literature to provide understanding and insight to the operation
of the Church. Through the use of the body as metaphor, a universal framework of
language and understanding begins to guide the interconnected and interdependent
relationships contained within the Church. The universality of the body, while varying in
some concepts from culture to culture, confirms the goodness of God through the
supernatural agency of the body in the incarnation of Jesus.91
The Apostle Paul shapes the understanding of the Church as a body when he says
in the book of Romans:
For as we have many members in one body, but all the members do not have the
same function, so we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually
members of one another. Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is
given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, let us prophesy in proportion to our faith;
or ministry, let us use it in our ministering; he who teaches, in teaching; he who
exhorts, in exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; he who leads, with
diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness.92
Further, in 1 Corinthians, Paul elaborates concerning the work of the Church as a
body in the diverse representation in both peoples, gifts, and functions:
For as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one
body, being many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit we were all
baptized into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free—and
have all been made to drink into one Spirit. For in fact the body is not one
member but many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I am not of
91
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the body,” is it therefore not of the body? And if the ear should say, “Because I
am not an eye, I am not of the body,” is it therefore not of the body? If the whole
body were an eye, where would be the hearing? If the whole were hearing, where
would be the smelling? But now God has set the members, each one of them, in
the body just as He pleased. And if they were all one member, where would the
body be? But now indeed there are many members, yet one body. And the eye
cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you”; nor again the head to the feet, “I
have no need of you.” No, much rather, those members of the body which seem to
be weaker are necessary. And those members of the body which we think to be
less honorable, on these we bestow greater honor; and our unpresentable parts
have greater modesty, but our presentable parts have no need. But God composed
the body, having given greater honor to that part which lacks it, that there should
be no schism in the body, but that the members should have the same care for one
another. And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or if one
member is honored, all the members rejoice with it.
Now you are the body of Christ, and members individually. And God has
appointed these in the church: first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, after
that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations, varieties of tongues.
Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Are all workers of miracles?
Do all have gifts of healings? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret? But
earnestly desire the best gifts. And yet I show you a more excellent way.93
In each of these lengthy discourses, Paul’s introduction to the metaphorical body
as the Church contains direct introductions and summations that are tied to the
functioning of spiritual gifts within the work of ministry. References are made to both
manifestational and office/ascension gifts. The harmony of the Holy Spirit’s working, or
lack thereof, can best be understood in the healthy functioning of a human body.
Among the various approaches and methodologies that have been examined for
church revitalization heretofore, none of them utilizes a semiotic approach which utilizes
easily understood concepts to reveal truth among abstract ideas. The use of the semiotic
allows for a definition of biblical values, a systematic and orderly progression of
movement, and a complex network of relationships that does not oversimplify
revitalization efforts nor prescribe a “one size fits all” model for churches in various
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places, from various traditions, and possessing various histories that complicate and
undermine methodologies that are highly prescriptive. Leonard Sweet highlights this
importance in the context of living organisms:
Your life and your community are living organisms: That word organism means
they are by definition self-organizing, complex, adaptive, self-regulating systems.
An organic system makes it up as it goes along. Each system will organize itself
differently, nourish itself differently, heal itself, and reproduce itself.94
Any attempt to oversimplify the monumental task of revitalization limits the
durability of the process. While the semiotic of the body is simplistic and commonly
understood, the complex chemistry of the body respects the unique handiwork of God in
every created being. In light of the intentional effort to revitalize local churches, this
dichotomy of the complex and the simple, as “simplexity”, creates a diversified approach
that allows the flexibility of multiple paths in addressing church health and revitalization.
Therefore, the use of the concept of “simplexity,” as coined by Sweet, finds resonance in
this semiotic. Sweet says of the human body/church relationship: “Life is a complex
system. The family is a complex system. The church is a complex system. Every child is
a complex system. Each one of us is made up of some 10,000 trillion atoms. Nothing
simple about that.”95 He further elaborates:
Whole Christ discipleship brings together the simple and the complex, the twohemisphered brain, the two-chambered heart, and the two-fisted hands. In much
the same way that T.S. Eliot said that real “poets were both primitive and more
sophisticated than the average of individuals,” authentic Christians are simpler
and more complex than even they realize. Twenty-first century disciples of Jesus
need to learn how to bring the “still point” (simple) and the “turning world”
(complex) together as much as Baptists need to learn how to dance.96
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For the purposes of constructing the body semiotic, the conceptual frameworks
that Sweet uses will be utilized, such as the missional, relational, incarnational (MRI)
approach to the revitalizing function of the Church.
Additionally, the use of the body as metaphor of the church is an intentional
attempt to frame the discussion of revitalization in organic terms versus the adoption of
previously reviewed models, which drew concepts from non-biological and business
models. While the use of more secularized theories has its place, the distinctly biblical,
organic metaphor adds dimensions of respect and humility in the healing process of
churches that are dysfunctional, diseased, and dying. James Bryant and Mac Brunson
raise a valid concern:
Is it possible in our day of ecclesiastical drift, denominational demise, and
megachurch meltdowns, have we confused leadership with lordship, and
substituted success for servanthood? We have looked to a business model for
leadership for kingdom work. While we can learn from the business world, the
church is not a business; it is a bride.97
The examination of the body will be a progressive identification of body
parts/systems as it relates to the function of the church as a living, healthy organism.
Attention will be given to how the organ or body system operates from a biological
perspective, the particular threats that are presented through infection and disease, the
primary diagnostic tools that are used to discover underlying health problems, the
interplay that occurs between organs and body systems, and the healing pathways that
restore vitality. Applications of comparison and parallels will be drawn between the
human systems and the healthy functions of the Church.
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Heart: Great Commission and Great Commandments
The analysis of body systems begins with the heart due to the primary importance
that the heart has in sustaining life. While other individual organs may fail, and life
continue, the failure of the heart results quickly in the cessation of life. The heart’s
importance to other bodily processes is revealed through its essential functions.
The heart is primarily a pump, composed of muscle which pumps blood
throughout the body, beating 72 times per minute of our lives. The heart pumps
the blood, which carries all the vital materials which help our bodies function and
removes the waste products that we do not need. For example, the brain requires
oxygen and glucose, which, if not received continuously, will cause it to lose
consciousness…If the heart ever ceases to pump blood the body begins to shut
down and after a very short period of time will die.98
Given the central location of the heart to the body, as well as its function
comprising the most important role in the continuance of life, critical thought must be
given to ascertain what the heart represents to believers and churches as the “body of
Christ” on earth. The manner in which the heart is defined will determine the essential,
non-negotiable values of the church. In the gospels, one passage of scripture places a
supremacy of man’s obligation toward God. The emergence of these truths surfaces in a
conversation between Jesus and the Sadducees, and has been called the “Great
Commandment”:
But when the Pharisees heard that He had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered
together. Then one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, and
saying, “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?” Jesus said to him,
“‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your mind.’ This is the first and great commandment. And the second is
like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments
hang all the Law and the Prophets.”99
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The “Great Commandment” calibrates our devotional posture toward God and our
fellow man. It is considered “great” due to the nature of the question. The Jews divided
the collective laws of God as “heavy” and “light.” Essentially, this question asks, “What
is the heaviest of all the heavy requirements of God?”100 Marvin R. Vincent expands
upon this idea: “The scribes declared that there were 248 affirmative precepts, as many as
the members of the human body; and 365 negative precepts, as many as the days in the
year; the total being 613, the number of letters in the Decalogue. Of these they called
some light and some heavy.”101
Therefore, the assignment of the word “great” by theologians is essentially
understood as the weightier matters of obligation and obedience. When the Great
Commandment comprises the “heart” of the church, the import of these values is to
“anchor” truths that firmly hold together both the ethos and pathos of the Church.
While the commandments of Matthew 22 carry the distinction of “great,” Jesus’
last command to His disciples carries the distinction of the “Great Commission.” Jesus
said, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I
have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”102 In the
human experience, the dying words of a person reveal considerable insight as to what that
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person finds most important as it relates to the succeeding generations. Ray Pritchard
expresses this thought in light of Jesus’ last words:
If this is the Great Commission of Jesus Christ, then this ought to be our great
commission as well. If this is what was uppermost on Jesus’ mind, then this is
what ought to be uppermost on our minds. If this is what Jesus’ heart was beating
for at the end of his ministry, then this is what our heart ought to be beating for.
Here is the bottom line: We are called to be Great Commission Christians and to
build a Great Commission church. Disciples who make disciples. To be people in
the parade who are bringing others to join the parade, who will bring others who
will bring others.103
Therefore, in view of the Great Commandment and the Great Commission, the
heart of the Church comes to the forefront through the triune idea to love God
wholeheartedly, love your fellow man sacrificially, and go forth to demonstrate these
truths incarnationally. The heartbeat of the Church moves according to these rhythms.
While this reveals a rudimentary premise that contains the basics of Christianity, these
elementary tenets provide the life-giving impetus that supplies all that is needed to the
other essential functions of the Church. If the heart becomes compromised, the symptoms
manifest in other abnormalities throughout the bodily system. As the heart goes, so goes
the rest of the body:
Within the human body is a vast amount of organs that all work together only in a
divine way. God created human beings quite intricately. No scientist in the past,
present or future has had or will have the ability to unlock all of the secrets that
are so cleverly hidden inside the amazing work of the human body. So, out of all
the organs in the beautifully designed human body, which is the most important?
Every organ has its own unique responsibility, but perhaps the most important
organ that God has created within the confines of the human body is the human
heart…Without the workings of the heart, multiple other organs would fail.104
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In natural life, heart problems appear through symptoms that include chest pain,
shortness of breath, nausea, cold sweat, and fatigue.105 These symptoms are leading
indicators to heart disease. Upon visiting a physician, a patient is likely to undergo an
EKG, which stands for electrocardiogram. This test monitors the electrical impulses of
the heart to determine underlying issues of heart disease, heart damage, and/or heart
failure. Commonly, these factors reveal an underlying condition of hypertrophy—which
results in the thickening of the walls of the heart.106
Like the silent, yet deadly, enemy of heart disease that can take the life of people
in the prime of life, there is a spiritual enemy to the Church, and for those who lead the
Church, that attacks the heart. This enemy of distraction disrupts the impulses of the
Church by corrupting the heart and rendering the Church powerless in its forwardmarching mission to the world. This disease of distraction comes through the adoption of
a faulty success paradigm by which we measure ourselves by other ministries that are
more visible or more numerically successful than our own. This is an inflammation that
distorts the equilibrium of values and distracts from a complete reliance upon Jesus as the
“Lord of the harvest.” These distractions of comparison create an impetus to adopt the
methodologies of these ministries without respect to the unique calling that God has
placed on the individual life to live out His Great Commandment and Great Commission
authentically and genuinely. Such diversions, which necessitate constant changing of
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structures and programs, limit the unique authority and creativity that God has imparted
to every leader and every church. In this, we can learn a lesson from the ancients:
In Greek mythology, the god Prometheus was a troublemaker. He could change
his identity into a tree, a horse, or anything else in order to trick his friends. He
turned into so many shapes that one day he couldn’t find his way back to who he
was. He had forgotten. Some churches are like that. Having chased so many
dreams of others, they lost their true sense of self. We want to make sure we’re
not Promethean ministries who change, change, and change until we don’t
remember what our defining purpose is.107
Like Prometheus, “shape-shifting” churches demonstrate a fundamental and
serious heart problem. The lack of authentic identity through an unrelenting need for
success creates an amalgamation of borrowed strategies and faulty paradigms until a form
of “ministry schizophrenia” sets in, and their reason for being is lost or deeply
obscured.108
In many cases of church decline and demise, there is a deeply embedded impulse
problem a problem that runs to the most basic levels of “who we are” and “why we
exist.” The calibration that comes from the Great Commandment, when answered
honestly, brings a realignment of purpose and motive that is inherently required to be
faithful to the Great Commission. A church that is growing spiritually and numerically is
dominated by a commitment to ever-growing relationships with God and others through a
determined focus on health and vitality. A dying church, one that has become diseased, is
suffering from a spiritual hypertrophy where the walls of the church have become too
thick for the Great Commandment to get in and for the Great Commission to get out.
These thickened walls create a fortress from the lost and a jail cell to the found. The
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supremacy of God, the sacrificial love for man, and the incarnational representation of
His life to the world, when consistently and vigorously lived, is the practical outworking
of the Gospel that thins the walls of the heart, opens the arteries and veins, and allows the
life-giving mission of the cross to empower the working of “the body of Christ.”
Lungs: Work of the Holy Spirit through Preaching
Secondary to the examination of the heart, the lungs serve a critically important
role in the body in its cooperation with the heart. “The lungs are among the hardestworking organs in the body. They expand and contract up to 20 times a minute to supply
oxygen to be distributed to tissues all over the body and expel carbon dioxide that has
been created throughout the body.“109 The body contains two lungs, and “each lung is
divided into lobes. The right lung has three, but the left lung has only two, thus allowing
room to accommodate the heart.”110 Therefore, the synchronous and harmonious
relationship between the heart and the lungs cannot be understated. The lungs cradle the
heart, and the blood pumped by the heart is oxygenated by work of the lungs.
If the heart of the Church is created by God at the Great Commission, then the
lungs are formed in the Upper Room at the Day of Pentecost. While the heart
encompasses the motives, mission, and mandate of the Church, it is oxygenated or, in
essence, animated by the work of the Holy Spirit that flows through preaching, prayer,
and worship. The genuine work of the Holy Spirit, as the lungs, is fully dependent upon
the integrated relationship with the mission of God through the heart. Any church that
conveniently embraces racism, isolationism from culture, and insulation from visions of
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the future, in deference to memories of the past, has lost its sense of mission, and its heart
has stopped beating. It is a comically tragic fallacy to believe that a church possesses
“strong lungs” when it is without a “beating heart.”
As previously mentioned (see Biblical Theology of Revitalization), the breath
(ruah/ruach) of God is the animating force that brought to life the hand-fashioned form
known as man in the creation account. This same breath, released from the essence of
God as ruach or pneuma, is the activating force that causes the mission of God to
transcend the boundaries of religious thought or well-conceived sacred ideology to the
Spirit-empowered means by which human life is transformed and connected to the eternal
being of God, now deposited within the human frame. This animation allows the material
to intimately relate to the immaterial, and allows all that is natural to be reframed and remade by the supernatural. This is vividly displayed through Ezekiel’s vision of the
“valley of dry bones”:
The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out in the Spirit of the
Lord and set me down in the middle of the valley; it was full of bones. And he led
me around among them, and behold, there were very many on the surface of the
valley, and behold, they were very dry. And he said to me, “Son of man, can these
bones live?” And I answered, “O Lord God, you know.” Then he said to me,
“Prophesy over these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the
Lord. Thus says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter
you, and you shall live. And I will lay sinews upon you, and will cause flesh to
come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall
live, and you shall know that I am the Lord.” So I prophesied as I was
commanded. And as I prophesied, there was a sound, and behold, a rattling, and
the bones came together, bone to its bone. And I looked, and behold, there were
sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them. But
there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath;
prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: Come from
the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live.” So I
prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived
and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. Then he said to me, “Son of
man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. Behold, they say, ‘Our bones are
dried up, and our hope is lost; we are indeed cut off.’ Therefore prophesy, and say
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to them, ‘Thus says the Lord God: Behold, I will open your graves and raise you
from your graves, O my people. And I will bring you into the land of Israel. And
you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and raise you from
your graves, O my people. And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live,
and I will place you in your own land. Then you shall know that I am the Lord; I
have spoken, and I will do it, declares the Lord.’”111
The account of the dry bones is one of the most remarkable, image-rich accounts
in the Old Testament that prophetically provides insight to the coming work of the Holy
Spirit that is fully revealed in the New Testament. In the preceding chapter of Ezekiel’s
third vision, God promises His people a new heart: “Moreover, I will give you a new
heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh
and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in
My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.”112
The promise of a new heart and an indwelling spirit left a lingering question of
“how is this possible?” The vision of the dry bones answers the question, as it “stands on
its own as a powerful statement of God’s power to re-create the community”113 of Judah.
The recreation and reordering of community is performed among variously scattered
bones that fill the valley. Bruce Hurt lends further description:
Bones are the framework on which is “built” the human body. It follows that
bones in this context speak of the framework, not of individual bodies coming to
life but of the nation of Israel coming to life (as determined from the context).
Remember that at the time of this prophecy, the nation, the holy city of Jerusalem
and the Holy Temple all lay in ruins. God is giving a prophecy of hope,
remembering His great lovingkindness or mercy in the midst of great wrath.114
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While there is considerable danger in equating the promises of national Israel to
the present iteration of the Church, there is a clear reflection of God’s merciful and
powerful work among a defeated, divided people by which He brings them together,
removes their shame, provides divine order to their existence, and energizes their newly
formed being for an organized divine purpose. This work of grace is, at least, analogous
to the working of God among His people today through the work of the Holy Spirit.
From the vision of Ezekiel, the work of the Spirit, as lungs and breath, takes
operative form through preaching and proclamation. Repeatedly, the command of God to
“prophesy” mingles and coalesces with the expressed breath of God to call to life, set in
order, and mobilize the forming skeletons into an army. The request to prophesy is “a
command to speak with divine inspiration, proclaiming what God wants to make
known.”115 Therefore, the first expressed work of the Spirit, as lungs, is seen through
preaching. Without question, at the core of a biblically healthy church is a Spiritempowered voice that is transmitted through preaching.
There is a multiplicity of voices that advocate for particular modes of preaching:
expository, textual, topical, essay/story-based preaching, and variations of the
aforementioned modes. While the vehicle for communication is vitally important, the
highest priority remains the facilitation of the heart of the listener to be captivated at a
sensory level by the power of the Spirit that changes the heart, motivates the will,
strengthens the intellect, and leaves an enduring hunger for greater understanding of the
mystery of God and His grace. Therefore, there is no human agency capable of fulfilling
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this lofty assignment apart from a framework that provides the necessary capacity and
opportunity for the Holy Spirit to saturate the process of preaching.
A diagnostic question that must be asked for leaders who aspire to lead healthy
churches, especially when navigating a revitalizing effort, is “How much air
(breath/Spirit) are we pushing through our organization?” In medical science, a popular
test used to diagnose pulmonary diseases is called “spirometry.” “Spirometry measures
the rate of air flow and estimates lung size. For this test, you will breathe multiple times,
with regular and maximal effort, through a tube that is connected to a computer.”116 This
test reveals conditions such as asthma, COPD, and pulmonary fibrosis through the
generation of pneumotachographs. These tests identify an occurrence within the airways
called the “Venturi Effect.” See Figure 6,117 below:

FIGURE 6: The Venturi Effect
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This effect, which is seen inside and outside of the body, is witnessed through
forcing a high amount of respiratory pressure from a greater source into a smaller, more
limited space, to measure the capacity of the passageway. Essentially, the greater
capacity of inflow reveals the weakest point of constriction. While the Church today is
witnessing a defection from the truth, it may be that we are experiencing a “Venturi
Effect.” When God releases the work of His Spirit, through the modality of preaching and
communication, there is, many times, a poorly constructed interface between the
communication of inspired truth (theopneumatos) and merging cultures. This poorly
conceived interface creates an obstruction by which the ultimate source of life-giving
breath finds a constricted capacity in the receivers of His truth, and spiritual resuscitation
fails to occur. In this painfully awkward exchange, the one who breathes (preaches) is left
“winded,” and the one who desperately needs the air remains spiritually dead.
Communication in today’s church can be likened to a “Gutenberg-Google
Gaggle.” A gaggle is defined as a “a group, aggregation, or cluster lacking
organization.”118 The only consistency in a gaggle is that it does not last for very long. As
pastors and communicators, native to the “Gutenberg” words-driven era, communicate to
the sight-and-sound, sensory-saturated generation of “Google,”119 there is an obstruction
of meaningful ministry, and the gaggle has been disintegrating quickly.
Today’s communicators must seek an interface that overcomes the “Venturi
Effect” so that the language of God, infused by the Holy Spirit, can create a common
language among the generations for unity, spiritual growth, and the building of the
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church for succeeding generations. One such interface that allows for the work of the
Spirit with an interface for today’s generation is the EPIC approach: experiential,
participatory, image-rich, and connective.
This approach for ministry has come from the writings of Leonard Sweet. The
EPIC model begins with “experiential.” Sweet encourages the use of an artifact that
cements or ties together, primarily through the use of metaphor combined with
narrative—“narraphor.” The author proposes, “what rational was to the Gutenburg world,
experiential is to the Google world.”120 Today’s generation, with a surging population of
the religiously unaffiliated, is clamoring for an outcome that is “felt” from a sensory
perspective, and the use of image-based metaphors from inside and outside scripture
permits today’s seeker to discover Jesus through the metaphor in highly engaged ways.
For the Google generation, gone is the rigidly systematized and categorized Jesus
of previous generations. The “Google Jesus” transcends the dry theological recitations
that once pacified the converted. The Google generation longs for a personal and
concerned God that is anything but aloof or distant. Sweet describes this lifestyle and
approach:
This means taking risks, “listening” to God’s voice, experiencing God’s healing
touch, following Jesus not out of proof but out of love—practices that together
constitute discipleship. Experiencing Christ does not make us irrational. But it
allows for truth that goes beyond knowledge. It allows that there are truths in life
that we cannot know. When we realize that we cannot nail down, define, or
rationally contain Jesus—or faith—we take the first step toward God. God cannot
be found in the realm of the rational but dwells in the mysterious realm of grace.
Jesus’ parables were not given to be “understood” but to reveal. And what was
revealed was the grace of God and the truth of the human heart.121
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The use of narraphor gives a greater capacity to the Holy Spirit to bring to life
truth and understanding in a way that words-driven, logic-dominated, linear-reduced
preaching, constrained by traditional concepts of homiletics, cannot do. This is critically
important to the work of building healthy, growing churches. Sweet further notes:
Modern preaching prided itself on lucid reasoning, coherent organization,
performative presentation, focused structure, formal elegance. No more. The days
of the “pulpit prince” with “golden tonsils” and oratorical fluorescence is over.
EPIC preaching is no more, no less, than helping people experience God. Every
study of churches that are “healthy” and “alive” comes to the same conclusion:
they mediate transforming experiences of God.122
The second value of the EPIC model is participatory. Participation can be
understood as the process by which the listener actively steps into the story of scripture
that is being shared. It is the “mediator of experience and the animator of narraphor.”
Semiotic preaching, communication aided by symbols and metaphors, is at the heart of
this process. Semiotic preaching registers well when it is tested by the means of “spiritual
spirometry.” The breath of God, or the capacity of the Holy Spirit to breathe in the heart
of the hearer, is made exponentially stronger through the myriad of avenues of distributed
truth in the mind of the recipient. This greater awareness of truth is catalytic to heartfelt
participation. This is called the “transductive or transicarnational method,” where
congregations become participants through a living and energized dynamic.123 This
participatory method intentionally leaves “loose ends” and allows for tension that
demands answers, thus provoking greater levels of personal soul-searching and wrestling
with truth. This is the operative arena by which the Holy Spirit brings conviction, creates
ownership of truth, and provokes decisions to be made with regard to faith.
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The third step in EPIC preaching is image-based. In the media-saturated climate
of today’s society, popular messages and media stream through our senses relentlessly.
This intuitive processing of images transmits messages consciously and sub-consciously
to affect behaviors such as consumer spending and democratic exercises such as
voting.124 With the use of a durable metaphor, preaching unlocks transformative
possibilities as the Holy Spirit brings revelation to the heart and mind. This requires a
new kind of preparation – one that combines the exegesis of the biblical passage and the
exegesis of images that contain durable metaphors.125 The strength of the image or
metaphor is directly related to its ability to engage the human imagination. Considerable
thought must be given to properly assess the leading and controlling metaphors found
within the text, and to remain disciplined within the exegetical construction of the truth
that is applied. The mixing of metaphors in communication is both needed and
problematic. It is needed in order for a rich and vibrant interplay of truth that creates an
entrance into the greater glory of God through the revelation that comes through His
Word. However, it can also be problematic; in that, the unfolding layers of truth can be
clouded through the attempt to clarify one metaphor through another or the clarification
of one symbol by means of another in vague or clumsy ways. When properly applied, the
image-rich metaphor creates a vehicle by which Jesus, through the Holy Spirit, will
incarnate truth in life-changing dimensions.
The final aspect of EPIC preaching is connective. It is, perhaps, this element of
EPIC preaching, as the expression of the Holy Sprit’s breath through the human agency
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of preaching, that connects the lungs of the Church to the heart of the Church. In essence,
this connective element knits together the whole being of the respondent to the Great
Commandment and the Great Commission. “Connectional preachers invite people to
connect with each other so they can better connect with Christ’s healing power and lifegiving presence.”126
The application of the EPIC model as an expression of the lungs is a potentially
healing step to “oxygenate” the greater work of the “body.” In the next section, the
semiotic of the brain, as it relates to the lungs, will be addressed. However, in realizing
the importance of the implementation of EPIC through the lungs, a practical approach is
worthy of consideration.
While many mainline denominations have used a common lectionary to balance
the task of preaching to their congregations annually, no such model exists in
Pentecostal/Charismatic churches. Yet, in churches dedicated to church health and
revitalization, a systematic approach to EPIC preaching is achievable through a lectionary
of the “human body.” This approach to preaching is not an attempt to preach to “felt
needs;” rather, it is an approach to preach to the church based on a diagnosis of where the
corporate church is diseased and what is necessary for health. Therefore, a preaching
calendar will always need to strengthen the heart (mission) of the church, create greater
lung capacity (reviving work of the Spirit), nourish the brain (deeper studies in the
Word), equip the hands (leadership and servanthood), and motivate the feet (evangelism).
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This construct is driven by the “big picture” vision of a preferable future where vibrancy
and vitality fervently exists in the local church.
Brain: Integration of Truth through Discipleship
The introduction of the brain is the introduction to “the most complex part of the
human body. This three-pound organ is the seat of intelligence, interpreter of the senses,
initiator of body movement, and controller of behavior. Lying in its bony shell and
washed by protective fluid, the brain is the source of all the qualities that define our
humanity. The brain is the crown jewel of the human body.”127 The brain regulates
movements as the organizational nucleus of the central nervous system, retains memory,
forms language, is the control mechanism for impulses, and is the repository for thought
and personality.
The lines of parallel are obvious in the semiotic of the brain in the context of the
Church. The brain of the church, which is representative of the accumulation and
processing of truth for discipleship, informs and controls the Church’s movement and
impulses, synthesizes complicated data and experiences to project personality, forms the
language that speaks truth, and holds in store the collected memories of heritage and
history that provide balance and boundaries. The brain of the Church constitutes the
“why” rather than the “how,” the “theological/philosophical” rather than the
“practical/logistical.”
In the human body, a primary threat to brain health is seen through chronic
conditions that create strokes. “A stroke occurs when a blood vessel in the brain is
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blocked or bursts. Without blood and the oxygen it carries, part of the brain starts to die.
The part of the body controlled by the damaged area of the brain can’t work properly.” 128
The stroke immediately creates weakness and loss of movement, vision changes, trouble
speaking, and confusion.
When surveying the decline of the Church in America, there is evidence to
suggest that symptoms of a “stroke” appear. There is an apparent weakness where the
movement of the Church is clumsy and discombobulated, a lack of vision that fails to
anticipate cultural change, a deficit of prophetic authority to speak into a pluralistic world
with certainty, and a deep-seated confusion as to our role and identity in the world. The
church remains alive with warped memories, halted movements, distorted vision, and a
compromised ability to hear. This a failure of discipleship.
If an array of these symptoms manifests in the life of a person, physicians and
doctors administer a diagnostic test called “magnetic resonance imaging,” or MRI. An
MRI “uses a magnetic field and pulses of radio wave energy to provide pictures of blood
vessels inside the body.”129 Leonard Sweet postulates an MRI for today’s church that
uses the concepts of missional, relational, and incarnational as an operating environment
for life.130 This might be described as a “disciple consciousness.” In the functional living
of life, where humans eat, sleep, work, and play, every action of the human life stems
from a mental existence, or operating environment, of consciousness that emanates from
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the brain. When the brain, in the corporal context of the Church, is understood in terms of
discipleship, the way in which truth is transmitted and received determines the
discipleship consciousness that the Church lives out in its mission. Many church leaders
are firmly planted in a “convert consciousness,” whereby they inadvertently love crowds
more than people—an obsession with the quantitative over the qualitative. Yet, how is
the Church to function as disciples? Sweet explains that the MRI is: “in essence a test for
a person’s or a congregation’s ‘change potential.’ When God writes the Name above all
names on the human heart, the recipient experiences the transincarnational power of
metanoia.”131
The first aspect of diagnosis is seen through the “missional” concept. As the
human brain is nourished by the flow of oxygenated blood, the brain of the church must
be fed by a constant awareness of God’s mission—a passionate love for Him and the
world through an infusion of the power of the Holy Spirit. The convergence of truth
(brain), mission (heart), and power (lungs) is central to the healthy function of the brain
through discipleship.
In this context, the connection of the brain and discipleship is appropriate, given
the complexity of both brain science and twenty-first century discipleship. Every major
religious group, representing a broad spectrum of Christian experience, possesses a
different definition of discipleship. Beneath the macro-perspective, the individual
churches that comprise major denominations vary greatly in their localized definition of a
disciple. For the purposes of this paper, the definition of discipleship is: the incarnational,
“Jesus way” of living, through prayer and intimate connection to God through the Holy
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Spirit, in a way that affects positive change in the world and intentionally seeks to
replicate these values in the lives of others. For certain, there is a crisis that presently
exists in Christianity in making disciples. The capitulation of the church to settle for
converts, instead of disciples, is a betrayal of the heart (mission) of God.
The second aspect of the diagnostical aspect of MRI is “relational.” This value of
the MRI is examined in light of a corresponding connection to truth. With regard to truth,
in the decline of the local church, and in various studies around the issue of biblical
illiteracy, the alarming trends reveal that meaningful discipleship is not happening in the
majority of American churches. The recent statistics from the United States and the
United Kingdom are alarming:
A recent LifeWay Research study found only 45 percent of those who regularly
attend church read the Bible more than once a week. Over 40 percent of the
people attending read their Bible occasionally, maybe once or twice a month.
Almost 1 in 5 churchgoers say they never read the Bible—essentially the same
number who read it every day… The United Kingdom Bible Society surveyed
British children and found many could not identify common Bible stories. When
given a list of stories, almost 1 in 3 didn’t choose the Nativity as part of the Bible
and over half (59 percent) didn’t know that Jonah being swallowed by the great
fish is in the Bible. British parents didn’t do much better. Around 30 percent of
parents don’t know Adam and Eve, David and Goliath, or the Good Samaritan are
in the Bible. To make matters worse, 27 percent think Superman is or might be a
biblical story. More than 1 in 3 believes the same about Harry Potter. And more
than half (54 percent) believe The Hunger Games is or might be a story from the
Bible.132
While biblical illiteracy is alarming, the statistics reveal a superficial point to a
much deeper, systemic issue. The target for optimum brain health in the body of Christ is
not the accumulation of knowledge, but the processive integration of truth that leads the
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Church into a reproducing and replicative lifestyle of forming converts into fully
functioning disciples that reflect the image of Jesus.
Discipleship, in its most primal/native form, is relational. It is a life-on-life
exchange, rather than a sterile download where the accumulated knowledge of one
generation passes to another. This is, perhaps, the plausible explanation for why
discipleship is not working in modern contexts. In the Gospels, the example of Jesus
reduces discipleship to walking, talking, eating, praying, and mentally wrestling together
in an organic, messy, and non-linear way of a living and learning experiment. The deficit
of time, in the busy ministry context of the twenty-first century, makes this idea
“utopian” in the minds of many leaders. However, there is a need to recognize that the
“Jesus way” of discipleship is a relational way. Cary Nieuwhof provides perspective on
the relational approach to disciple-making:
It would be great if there was instant maturity in faith and in life. But it never
works that way. You can’t expect a 3 year old to have the maturity of a 13 year
old, or expect a 23 year old to have the maturity of a 43 year old. When you place
expectations on people that they are just not able to bear, you crush or confuse
them. And yet we do that in the church all the time. People grow and mature over
time. And our progress isn’t always as linear as a 101, 201, 301 progression
would make it… Expose new Christians to the love of God and community, to
great teaching, great relationships, and solid accountability and over time, many
will grow into very different people than they were when they first came to
Christ. They may grow at different rates and in different measures…133
Finally, the last diagnostic value of MRI is “incarnational.” In the incarnational
value, the blending of the philosophical, theological, missional, and relational is
synthesized into a form that takes on “human flesh.” It has been said that “a better
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metaphor for brain activity might be harmonics rather than hydraulics.”134 The
“harmonic” blending of truth, power, and mission results in the effective, incarnational
embrace of discipleship. Cary Nieuwhof further comments:
I agree that often Christians in the West are immature. I agree our walk doesn’t
always match our talk…. The way many leaders approach maturity is to assume
that knowledge produces maturity. Since when? It’s wonderful that people
understand what they believe, but knowledge in and of itself is not a hallmark of
Christian maturity. As Paul says, knowledge puffs up. Love, by contrast, builds
up. And some of the most biblically literate people in Jesus’ day got by-passed as
disciples. The goal is not to know, but to do something with what you know.135
In light of the crisis at hand, a critical review of current methodology and practice
in discipleship, as the function of the brain in the semiotic of the Church, is required. The
use of systematic methods for biblical acculturation is declining steeply in recent years:
Between 1997 and 2004, churches lost tens of thousands of Sunday School
programs, according to data from the Barna Group, and more recent studies show
that enrollment has fallen across denominations. From 2004 to 2010, Sunday
School attendance dropped nearly 40 percent among Evangelical Lutheran
churches and almost 8 percent among Southern Baptist churches, prompting
speculation that the problem may be more than just a decline in American
religiosity.136
In the Assemblies of God and other evangelical denominations, the use of Sunday
Schools and other systematic approaches to Christian education is largely being replaced
by the home-based cell group, which primarily relies upon topical-based studies, if any,
and the platform of social gatherings to engender community. Intentional discipleship
methods are not happening primarily due to declining levels of participation in Sunday
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services, coupled with a lack of innovative approaches to overcome the dilemma, as is
noted in the statistics presented in this paper thus far.
Therefore, the fusion of MRI with the EPIC model is a potential approach for
strengthening the health of the Church, especially in the context of church revitalization.
If expanded beyond the “preaching moment,” the EPIC model offers potential to solidify
truth beyond the corporate gathering by intentionally creating EPIC movements
throughout the local church. In this approach, when preaching is centered around EPIC
concepts, the small group ministry, in whatever form it exists, will use small group
studies that are an extension of the preached message or message series. The message is
used as a launching point for a deeper study of the shared truth. In the case of sermon
series, the small group study would be based on a distilled, physical artifact that drives an
image-rich connection to the study. For example, the yearly calendar is built around 12
distilled icons or artifacts that gives a uniform identity to “word of the Lord” each month.
Larger displays of the artifacts are prominently showcased in church settings, modified
for home group use, and simplified even further for individuals to interact and engage
with (e.g., memorial stones for thankfulness, crosses for physical healing, keys for divine
opportunities). As the study of the small group ministry combines with mid-week
services, common to many evangelical churches, another learning venue emerges for
further discipleship beyond the “Sunday experience.” When truth is expressed in small
group contexts, the “Jesus way” of discipleship takes form through shared meals, intimate
prayer gatherings, and relational exchanges of truth among participants. The use of Bible
reading plans built around the semiotic or artifact allows for further bonding to the truth
being shared. All efforts are an intentional, synchronistic attempt to allow the Holy Spirit
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to breathe more deeply into the lives of individuals as truth takes on missional purpose,
relational context, and incarnational expression.
Spine: Governance and Accountability
While all previous facets of the body are revealed through soft-tissue organs, the
spine moves the approach of church health and revitalization from a
philosophical/theological ethos (soft tissue) to a more pragmatic/logistical pathos (bone
structure) approach to ministry. Both aspects are needed to provide the necessary balance
between the human and divine agencies.
The function of the spine enables the body’s mobility, movement, and
productivity in the external interactions of life:
Without it, you could not keep yourself upright or even stand up. It gives your
body structure and support. It allows you to move about freely and to bend with
flexibility. The spine is also designed to protect your spinal cord. The spinal cord
is a column of nerves that connects your brain with the rest of your body,
allowing you to control your movements. Without a spinal cord, you could not
move any part of your body, and your organs could not function. This is why
keeping your spine healthy is vital if you want to live an active life.137
Though connective, ancillary functions of the spine will be examined in later
sections, the semiotic of the spine finds its direct correlation to governance and
accountability. In the human body, the spine provides an organized distribution of
cooperative function from various parts of the body through the nerves that are encased
within its structure. Proceeding from the brain, the protected pathway for bodily function
is made possible by the spine.
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Within the life of the Church, the pastor typically provides a “headship” of
leadership by which general and pastoral oversight is provided. However, pastoral
leadership structures typically exist in tandem with congregational leadership in the form
of governing boards (e.g., board of deacons, board of elders) that provides a protected
pathway for the leadership vision and influence of the pastor to travel throughout the
body in an accountable relationship. In a balanced relationship, the pastor provides
leadership while the governing board assists in providing management. However, many
issues of church revitalization are rendered powerless because of the tenuous relationship
that exists in what can be described as “spinal” issues. As a visual representation, a
pastor, and those serving as pastoral staff, along with a governing board is much like the
vertebrae that make up the spine.
In the book of Acts, the church is exponentially surging with new believers when
“management” problems arose that threatened the ongoing viability of the Church. Acts 6
records the problem:
Now in those days, when the number of the disciples was multiplying, there arose
a complaint against the Hebrews by the Hellenists, because their widows were
neglected in the daily distribution. Then the twelve summoned the multitude of
the disciples and said, “It is not desirable that we should leave the word of God
and serve tables. Therefore, brethren, seek out from among you seven men of
good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom, whom we may appoint over
this business; but we will give ourselves continually to prayer and to the ministry
of the word.”138
With the selection of seven men, the problem became practically addressed, the
ministry of the apostles is protected, the “higher” values of ministry allowed to flourish,
and the limitations upon the Church lifted. The following verses record the results: “Then
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the word of God spread, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem,
and a great many of the priests were obedient to the faith.”139
This instance reveals the earliest indications of the emergence of the “spine” of
the Church, as protective structure forms to increase the movement of the Church as is it
is moved by the Holy Spirit. However, when leadership and management exchange roles
in the alignment of the spine, there is a form of spiritual subluxation that halts the needed
movement of the “body.”
In the physical body, subluxations are incredibly painful and result in paralyzing
effects. A subluxation is “a complex of functional and/or structural and/or pathological
articular changes that compromise neural integrity and may influence organ system
function and general health.”140 In other words, when a vertebra is moved out of
alignment with the adjacent vertebrae, above and below it, the spinal disk infringes upon
the nerve and affects organ function.
Throughout the history of the Church, there are countless accounts of painful
misalignments in the body of Christ. These misalignments appear in local churches,
church councils, and massive macro-movements of Church expression that brought
enough pain to temporarily bring the church/Church to its knees. Misalignment, in the
local church ministry context, is seen through conflicts that arise primarily around issues
of internal politics. In cases of long-term church decline, conflict remains a primary
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contributing factor.141 In faithfulness to the semiotic of the spine, a subluxation is an
abnormality of bone structure (spine) that effects soft tissues (organs). In the same
manner, when practical matters of governance become misaligned, there is a direct effect
upon the “soft tissue organs” of ministry that hinders the Great Commandment, the Great
Commission, the work of the Holy Spirit, and the successful maturity that comes through
discipleship.
In the human body, subluxations can heal on their own through the body’s
regenerative power. However, in the cases of severe misalignment that has been present
for an extended period, outside intervention is needed through the help of a Doctor of
Chiropractic Medicine or the use of a physical therapist.
A qualified medical person will typically use a common x-ray to identify the
subluxation. The x-ray allows for a doctor to look beyond the superficial pain to diagnose
the underlying problems of dislocation and degeneration.142
In the case of declining churches that need revitalization, the issues of
misalignment often require the intervention of an outside leader or expert that can
identify areas of misalignment in mission, vision, and purpose. These experts provide an
outside perspective that looks discerningly beneath the superficial problems to call to
attention historical and deep-rooted issues that have brought the church to temporary
paralysis. This examination is necessary to identify the areas of subluxation in leadership
structures, particularly in the relationship between governing boards and pastoral
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leadership. If the leadership paradigm betrays the liberating values of Acts 6, then the
leadership structure must willingly lend itself to wholesale realignment, through thirdparty intervention, if the church expects to survive, heal, and thrive. The “Acts 6
Intervention” allows for the restoration of higher values of prayer and devotion and
celebration of the word of God as embodied by the wisdom of intervention that occurred
in the early church.
Like those who suffer with chronic spinal problems will subject themselves to the
care of a physician for an extended period, the chronically misaligned church is well
advised to subject the supervision of a revitalizing effort to a third-party trustee that may
constitute denominational leadership that can impartially supervise the healing period.
With the humility of subjection in the local church, and the qualified strength of a thirdparty trustee, a significant majority of churches will not be able to navigate the tenuous
re-birthing process that is required for a church to become healthy and vibrant.
Hands: Servant Leadership
As an extension of the structural dimensions of the spine, the hands are an
intimate semiotic expression of the life-giving purposes of practical structure in the life of
the Church through servant leadership. As the spinal structure of the Church takes shape
in Acts 6, the first tangible action that extended from this structure is the serving of tables
among the neglected Grecian widows.
Yet, at a more elementary level, the example of Jesus, washing the feet of His
disciples as his final gesture of love before the crucifixion, is the transcendent semiotic of
servant leadership in the whole of scripture. Scripture records: “After that, He poured
water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with the towel
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with which He was girded. Then He came to Simon Peter. And Peter said to Him, ‘Lord,
are You washing my feet?’”143
This expression of service through the hands of Jesus is astonishing in the context
of the first century. Consider the following commentary:
Jesus’ own awareness is also an important part of the context of the footwashing.
He knew that the Father had put all things under his power (literally, ‘into his
hands’) and that he had come from God and was returning to God (v. 3). Here in
Johannine language is the description of Jesus’ identity in his relation to the
Father… John’s introduction to the event ensures that we understand God’s glory
is revealed in Jesus in this sign. This is what God himself is like—he washes feet,
even the feet of the one who will betray him! Thus, the footwashing is a true sign
in the Johannine sense, for it is a revelation of God.144
This example runs deep with loving irony, in that the hands that held all authority
in heaven and earth now wash feet as a display of tenderness and love. Further, the same
hands that washed unworthy feet prior to the crucifixion will be among the first signs in
the post-crucifixion period that reconcile the reality of the resurrection in the minds of the
disciples. In John’s Gospel, Thomas is invited to touch the hands of Jesus:
The other disciples therefore said to him, “We have seen the Lord.” So he
[Thomas] said to them, “Unless I see in His hands the print of the nails, and put
my finger into the print of the nails, and put my hand into His side, I will not
believe.” And after eight days His disciples were again inside, and Thomas with
them. Jesus came, the doors being shut, and stood in the midst, and said, “Peace to
you!” Then He said to Thomas, “Reach your finger here, and look at My
hands…”145
In these foundational passages, the semiotic value of “hands” through servant
leadership is made clear. First, servant leadership displays humility; a divestment of
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personal entitlement or position in service to others reveals the heart of Jesus. This is
powerfully displayed by the hands of Jesus, who held the divested authority of God to
heal, while simultaneously embracing the humble expression of washing feet.
Secondly, hands reveal that servant leadership consists of bringing redemption to
the “dirtier” side of humanity. The washing of feet, especially in first-century Palestine,
involves dirt, grime, and odor. The work of servant leadership brings an assortment of
unpleasantries that ultimately brings joy and meaningful change. The hands of a servant
reach to the darkest places and the most difficult cases. Alton Garrison elucidates the
reality:
For a moment, consider what people in the ancient Middle East would have
walked through in their sandaled feet. Think about what was on the streets, what
the animals left behind, what was clogging the gutters. There was no sewage
system, and people didn’t drive around in nice, neat cars but walked dirt roads
with dung-dropping animals everywhere. Think of the heat and the sweat that
dripped down a Middle Eastern man’s legs, cutting runnels through the dirt caked
to his skin. This is what Jesus washed off their feet—animal dung and human
waste and dust and dirt and sweat and grime. It would quickly have made the
bowl of water brown and revolting! This wasn’t merely a symbolic gesture. It was
a status quo-destroying demonstration of the selfless heart of a true servant.146
Finally, in the exercise of servant leadership, showing brokenness is required. The
reality is that every servant leader is a “wounded healer.” If we are the hands of Jesus,
then our hands must bear the marks of pain and suffering He bore. We invite people into
our “wounds” so that they may be healed; just as Jesus invited Thomas into the nail prints
of His hands.
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The work of the hands (service) is an extension of the work of the brain
(discipleship). The use of our “hands” in the church is a witness of the health of the entire
body. The following words comes from the director of an advocacy group for amputees:
The brain dedicates a lot of ‘space’ to the…hands. That means a large portion of
our gray matter is devoted to those things and functions pertaining to the face and
hands, the two leading characteristics of our body image. Think about it. We’re
more likely to show the world our face and hands than any other part of ourselves.
When I look around a lecture hall while giving a talk, the audience’s faces and
hands are always visible. If the weather is warm, some might be wearing shorts so
part of their legs is visible. A sleeveless blouse reveals more arm. But what we
typically see of other people most often are the face and hands.147
Notice in the following statements the semiotic connection to health:
Elsewhere, people greet each other with the hands extended, palms together. This
can be a gesture of “welcome” or “farewell.” It also can convey another message.
In some parts of the world, leprosy (Hansen’s disease) still exists. When this
microbacterium attacks the nerves, it often results in muscle atrophy in the hands,
creating a visible hollow between the thumb and index finger. In some cultures,
extending your hands may show another person that you don’t have leprosy. The
gesture says, “My hands are healthy, so I am healthy.”148
Therefore, the service component, or the servant leadership expression, of the
Church is the missional/incarnational element that touches and makes physical contact in
the work of local church ministry. The expression of hands is seen through the service to
God within the Church that fosters loving and merciful acts with the purpose of maturing
people into fully functioning disciples. Serving in the Church is a critical element to
church health and sustainable growth.
Attractional models and approaches to church growth and revitalization focus on
reaching larger and larger numbers of people in attendance. With a heavy emphasis upon
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marketing, this model looks for events and spectacles to create bigger crowds in the
hopes of keeping a few. This is the antithesis to the development of a “hands” model that
emphasizes discipleship and development of people in the context of church health and
missional priorities. In the tables below, a contrast is shown between an attractional
model that breeds instability/unsustainability and a missional model that develops people
for long-term sustainability (note: models represent the original work of the author). See
Figures 7 and 8, below:
FIGURE 7: Attractional Model
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FIGURE 8: Missional Model

In Figure 7 above, with an emphasis on attendance, growth spikes rapidly, yet is
typically unsustainable due to an insufficient servant-leader base. This growth dwindles
over the period of days or one calendar quarter, and reveals the actual sustainability of the
organization. The result of this model is financially costly mechanisms to stimulate
growth artificially, high burnout rates among servant-leaders, and a sense of “spiritual
motion sickness” inherent to the highs and lows of the approach.
In Figure 8 above, with an emphasis on discipleship and strategic development of
servants for kingdom service, the organic growth of the church is sustained by a
spiritually and numerically growing core of people who are able to care for and nurture a
growing number of converts through a healthy and balanced approach to ministry.
Leonard Sweet elaborates on the dangers of the Attractional Model that he refers
to as APC (Attractional, Propositional, and Colonial):
Some things can be good for you for a short time but bad for you over the long
haul. In fact, some things can make your church grow fast and big in months and
years, and yet over decades can have debilitating effects on the body of Christ,
and even kill you if not kill your spirit…in a system that isn’t healthy as it should
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or could be, the body is more susceptible to toxins, light fights, jealousies,
doctrinal disputes, bad attitudes, etc. The APC [Attractional Model] is not that
healthy of a system, so the APC life and church get infected more easily, require
high maintenance, and demand constant APC injections to keep it going.149
Feet: Evangelism
The undeniable connection between the feet and the work of the Church in
evangelism and missions is long established. The Apostle Paul connects this semiotic,
from previous Old Testament passages, when he said to the Romans: “And how shall
they preach unless they are sent? As it is written: ‘How beautiful are the feet of those
who preach the gospel of peace, who bring glad tidings of good things!’”150 Paul’s
statement is a quotation from, and elaboration of, Isaiah 52:7 and Nahum 1:15.
In the post-modern era, the concept of evangelism has come under attack. The
“feet” suffer a form of inferiority complex in the present-day “body image” of the
Church. Ideas of post-modernism suggest that there is an obsolescence factor in regard to
evangelism:
Evangelism is a term very similar to “Jihad” in terms of public relations. It is a
term cherished by those of us “inside” Christianity, but despised by those on the
outside. Christians may think “spreading the Gospel,” but to others it means
“socially awkward situations where you pressure me to accept YOUR beliefs.”
Some on the progressive side of Christianity have suggested we should just stop
proselytizing [converting] all together.151
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Even in the foundational “body” passage in 1 Corinthians 12, the feet are inferred
to as unattractive and likened as inferior to more important parts of the body152: “If the
foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I am not of the body,’ is it therefore not of the
body? …And the eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you’; nor again the head
to the feet, ‘I have no need of you.’”153
However, feet are reframed when they function properly within the body: “They
become beautiful when they belong to someone who uses them to carry the good news of
God’s salvation.”154 While the “feet” of the Church are not regarded as highly in the postmodern era, a dying church must activate the feet if it will live. In the human body, when
the feet move, and the heart accelerates, it is called “exercise.” Without proper exercise,
the arteries clog, the heart seizes, and life ends. Therefore, regardless of the era, the feet
must continue their forward march. However, in the post-modern era, we may need new
“shoes” or different means and approaches to deliver the message of salvation. In the
post-modern context, James Emery White cites George Barna’s research as he assesses
the situation:
There are three reasons why non-Christians fail to be influenced by the message
of Christianity. First, they do not see the relevance of the Christian faith. Second,
they do not understand what it is the Christian faith is trying to say. Third, they
have difficulty accepting how different the Christian answer is from what they
thought the answer would be. Evangelism that works actively invites people into
an experience that helps them seek and then find a redemptive relationship with
God through Christ.155
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According to White, our call to evangelism must revolve around the concepts of
explanation, experience, and example.156 Through the statistics that permeate the study of
the Church and its fifty-year decline, the recurring reality is the Church is speaking a
language that is not understood. “In a sense, new language is a part of incarnating the
truth of the gospel in [our] time and place.”157
Yet, explanation is more successful when it happens in the context of shared
experience(s) as living examples. The idea that experience is “shared” is key to
understanding evangelism in the context of church revitalization. While leaders strive to
add more people to grow their ministries, the effect of evangelism is “shared” by those
who offer the hope and life that Jesus promises. While there is transformative power to
the one who experiences salvation, there is an equally important work of growth and
renewal in the heart of the believer who is used by God in the process. The successful
experience of believers in the process of life change in evangelism is the impetus for the
ongoing success of revitalization.
Evangelism is not happening organically as a part of the lifestyle of believers. The
research of George Barna reveals that:
when asked if they have a personal responsibility to share their faith with others,
73% of born again Christians said yes. When this conviction is put into practice,
however, the numbers shift downward. Only half (52%) of born again Christians
say they actually did share the Gospel at least once this past year to someone with
different beliefs, in the hope that they might accept Jesus Christ as their Savior.158
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Therefore, pastors and leaders are responsible for fashioning the proper “shoes”
for the local church to walk in. Careful thought must be given by pastors to create
avenues by which Christians can successfully engage in evangelism. Among revitalized
churches, there are “well-worn” paths that lead from their churches into their surrounding
communities through compassion-based ministry and community service that adopts
neighborhoods, schools, community agencies, and the marketplace.
In the Assemblies of God, the work of revitalization, in attempt to form pathways
into communities, is being displayed through a ministry called Rural Compassion.159
Through their parent organization, Rural Compassion provides clothing, food, backpacks,
and other life necessities to pastors and churches in rural America for distribution to their
communities. As the local church becomes the benefactor of kindness to their towns,
ministry opportunities are created. Churches are being renewed, and made relevant to
their communities again, through humbly serving their communities. For those who are
receiving shoes and clothing, food and hygiene products, and assortment of life
essentials, they are entering into memorable moments of life experience that tangibly
speak to the love of God through the people of God.
A primary threat to declining churches is “spiritual arthritis.” Arthritis “is an
informal way of referring to joint pain or joint disease.” Various forms of arthritis include
inflammatory, degenerative, and infectious. When seen in severe cases in the hands and
feet, arthritis often creates a drawing of the extremities that limits normal functions.
Arthritis is a pervasive threat, and is the leading cause of disability in the United States.
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In declining churches, this “spiritual arthritis” is also seen in “drawn” hands and
feet. The inward inertia and pull of survival mechanisms limits the perceived need to
express compassion beyond themselves. This inward turn creates a disabling effect that
creates an internal dissonance between what “the brain knows” and where “the feet
goes.” A theology of compassion in the “brain” is necessary, but an authentic and
consistent demonstration of compassionate evangelism through the “feet” is better.
Conclusion
The body of Christ is awe-inspiring and demands our humility in its handling and
care. As the semiotic of the Church, as a body, unfolds, the miracle of human life and the
miracle of the church meld together in a beautifully complex, living life force that is
creative, full of energy, and exceedingly transformative.
The simple beauty and breathtaking complexity of the Church is vividly
illustrated with the analogous relational identity it shares with the human body. As such,
it is no coincidence that the most highly trained professionals that bear almost
unthinkable responsibilities, in nearly every society, are medical professionals. And
further, it is no secret that those who care for the body of Christ on earth as pastors and
leaders can only do so effectively by the providence of God’s choosing and the enabling
power of the Holy Spirit that mercifully rests upon their lives. Their responsibility
transcends the temporal and momentary, and extends into Heaven where all men will
stand before God.160
Realizing this high and holy calling, the caretaker and steward of the Church is
constrained to love and care for this living organism with the heart and hands of a healer.
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Therefore, the Church of Jesus Christ is neither a business nor a corporation, it is not an
arm of government nor a political party, it is not a banana republic or fiefdom that is
operated by benevolent dictators or domineering overlords. This Church is a living body
that is fearfully and wonderfully made,161 a body that lives, moves, breathes, and reaches
toward God as a beautiful bride that longs to be reunited with her groom.162,163
When this extraordinary collection of redeemed people assembles, whether in
underground churches or gothic cathedrals, in refitted warehouses or under thatched
roofs, the ones who are sovereignly placed to teach and lead them must do all they can
and all they know to courageously protect and safeguard this “called out” community
from all forms of disease and threats that will undermine the health of these incarnational
representations of Jesus in collective form.
The heart of the Church, anchored by the weightier matters of faith through the
Great Commandment and the Great Commission, pumps the Missio Dei to lungs that
animate through the Holy Spirit, and a brain that directs discipling movement with
precision and balance through a protective spine of governance that enables movement
through serving hands and busy feet. All parts are essential, interdependent, and useless
apart from the others. The health of the Church is the hope of the world.
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SECTION 4: ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION
The artifact is a popular, non-fiction book written from a Pentecostal perspective,
but the intended audience could reasonably include the broader Evangelical community.
The artifact will contain:
(1) A Semiotic Perspective: Using the title “Pandemic: Resurrecting the Body of
Christ from Death and Decline,” the book will open with a modern-day parable that
prepares readers for a semiotic understanding of church health and revitalization from the
analogous relationship of the body of Christ, as revealed in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians
12, and the healthy functioning of the human body.
(2) A Biblical Perspective: Each chapter will contain a biblical theology for the
semiotic discussed, and the corresponding parallels that exist within the process of church
revitalization.
(3) A Conceptual Framework: The book will move progressively along an
interdependent and correspondent philosophy of church health by reviewing, in
sequential order, the heart as the mission of God, the lungs as the work of the Holy Spirit
through preaching, the brain as the integrator of truth through discipleship, the spine as
the means for governance and accountability, the hands as the extension of servantleadership, and the feet as the function of evangelism.
(4) A Practical Tool: Each sub-semiotic will contain a practical tool for
implementation, that is encouraged to be modified or adapted within each context, that is
intended to be an invitation into the process of revitalization.
(5) A Visual “Storyboard”: The introductory parable will contain a “storyboard”
in its academic form that can be interlaced with the parable, in published form, to enable
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the reader to imagine the real-life dimensions of the parable as well as see the philosophy
of image-rich communication in action.

SECTION 5: ARTIFACT SPECIFICATIONS
Goals: This book is intended to serve as a literary “primer” that creates a
revitalizing mindset for pastors and leaders in declining churches. The goal of the book is
to create a foundational understanding of and appreciation for church health. Further, the
purpose of this resource is to raise awareness of the need to revitalize, provide
introductory steps for the process, and encourage greater exploration and intentional
pursuit of concerted, team-based efforts to reverse decline in the local church.
Audience: The target audience is local church pastors serving churches 300 or
less that have plateaued or have been in decline for a protracted period of time.
Statistically, this represents the highest percentage of churches in all denominations in the
United States. Given the Pentecostal nuance of the writing, historically Pentecostal and
Charismatic churches will serve as the primary audience. The secondary audience will be
the larger Evangelical community.
Additionally, an international audience will be sought among the national
churches of the Assemblies of God that own and operate publishing operations. These
countries include, but are not limited to: Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, Ghana, Malawi, and
South Africa.
Content: The book will contain a lengthy parable that will serve as a
metaphorical basis for the body semiotic with appropriate images to illustrate. Each
chapter will contain a thorough philosophical and theological basis for each aspect of
church health that is proposed. Additionally, practical tools for implementation will be
proposed, along with corresponding resources in the appendix (when appropriate) for
more effective implementation. Finally, the conclusion of the book will contain discovery
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questions, listed separately, for the individual leader as well as the supporting ministry
teams.
Evaluative Standards of Publication: The artifact will be submitted to editing
that will be consistent with the standards of a major publishing company.
Action Plan: In consultation with my expert advisor, Dr. Dan Lioy, a properly
packaged literary proposal will be completed to send to a publishing company with the
widest possible distribution potential. In tandem with this effort, I will also meet with Dr.
Alton Garrison, Assistant General Superintendent of the Assemblies of God and
Executive Director of the Church Transformation Initiative, to explore publishing options
with the publishing division of the Assemblies of God called Influence Resources and My
Healthy Church.

SECTION 6: POSTSCRIPT
This project represents a personal passion of the heart for the renewal and
revitalization of the local church. This passion emanates from more than twenty years as
a practitioner in the field. The primary area of concern is for churches in the Assemblies
of God; however, the application reaches beyond this portion of the kingdom of God to
churches across denominational lines in need of rebirth.
The intent of this work is not to provide a uniform answer to the systemic
problem of decline as a prescriptive method from an “expert.” The qualifications of an
expert do not aptly fit; furthermore, there is no prescriptive method that works uniformly
in each setting based upon the history, personality, immediate contextual pressures, and
particular theological persuasion of both the leader and the church.
However, the greater desire is that a renewed love and appreciation for the work
of the ministry would be renewed in the hearts of discouraged leaders. While the gravity
of the situation is heavy, and the challenge formidable, the possibilities that exist through
the power of the Holy Spirit as leaders study, pray, work, and possess faith are hopeful
and exciting. Therefore, at a minimum, this book is a deterrent to the hopelessness that
fills the heart of a growing number of pastors around this nation and the world. If a single
leader is spared from an untimely exit from their calling, then the time and effort that has
been invested represents a minimal sacrifice considering the rescue of one of God’s
chosen servants.
Finally, as a matter of God’s love for all people and generations, the focus of this
research upon church health, rather than sheer numerical growth, carries an embedded,
underlying hope that the practical outworking of the principles of this book would result
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in churches where black and white and various other shades of skin, along with a
potpourri of ages and socio-economic backgrounds, would find unity and harmony in
loving God, their fellow man, and their fallen culture.
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PREFACE
The scene is an ordinary Sunday morning in an Assemblies of God church where
around two hundred people attend weekly. It is conservatively strict, traditional in
substance and approach, and fairly animated with shouts of praise and generous “amens”
when the pastor makes a good point. It is a lot like other churches of its kind in small
towns across America. This is my “home” church in a one stoplight town in eastern
Oklahoma.
The service began as all the others before them. The offering plate was passed,
announcements made, and the transition to the time of preaching came. However, when
the pastor came to assume the pulpit, he was interrupted by his wife, who stepped ahead
of him to address the congregation. Needless to say, it was awkward. She proudly
announced that this Sunday marked her husband’s 25th anniversary in ministry. The
events that followed did something to my heart. The pastor’s wife had planned a
presentation that was loosely based on an old television show called “This is Your Life,”
hosted by Ralph Edwards, that aired in America from 1952-1961.164
My pastor sat dutifully in a chair as people from his past ministry, that he had
profoundly impacted, stood behind a screen and shared their stories of transformation.
Though I was only 15 years old at the time, I was as emotionally moved as a teenaged
boy could be. That simply means my heart was touched, but I was too cool to show it. As
the guest participants gathered after the service for a meal, the common denominator was
that they were all serving in vocational ministry as a result of the influence of my pastor.
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I watched how they interacted with each other, respected one another, and loved one
another – even though many of them had never met before this day.
Witnessing these things, I fell in love with the church; I fell in love with the
ministry. Though I had not sensed a vocational call to ministry at that point, I was struck
by the idea of how privileged I would be if God entrusted me with such a noble path for
my life.
Many days have passed since then, and that monumental day for me happened
nearly 30 years ago. However, after a lot of the pain and disappointment that comes with
the territory of ministry, I still love the church. Beginning at the age of 20 as a youth
pastor and then becoming a lead pastor at the age of 22, I have spent my life serving the
Lord’s church. For more than 21 years now of continuous service as a lead pastor, the
churches that I was assigned required a turnaround. That is not a criticism to those who
served before me; however, like the majority of churches in America, a number of human
factors came together to create a season in which the church found itself in plateau or
decline. This process called “church revitalization” is all that I know. I’m not sure how
successful I have been on this road I’ve walked, but there is something in my heart that
aches when I see a dying church. It is difficult to see churches where all that remains are
older, faithful believers that are without the rambunctious life and wonderful disruption
that children, teens, and young families bring to their congregations. It hurts, deeper than
any physical pain, when a church has lost its ability to reach people and participate in
their transformation.
As I have remained in the ministry, I have watched a “pandemic” occur. It’s not
the kind of pandemic we’ve become accustomed to like AIDS, Ebola, or Avian flu.
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Nonetheless, by the percentages, this pandemic is just as pervasive, and the aftermath has
eternal consequences.
I distinctly remember when this idea first germinated in my heart and spirit a little
over a decade ago. I was in my early thirties and serving as lead pastor to a church in the
Tulsa, Oklahoma area. If you know anything about Tulsa, you know that it has
historically been a center for Pentecostal/Charismatic churches and organizations for
many years through the ministries that were founders in spreading the Gospel through the
medium of television. Arguably, the most prominent ministry in Tulsa was Oral Roberts,
and the university he founded bearing his name. His rise to prominence came through the
platform of a “healing ministry.” In the post-War World II era, Oral Roberts conducted
tent crusades throughout America as he preached and laid hands upon thousands of
people as he prayed for their physical healing.
With this context in mind, I was invited to attend a gathering of the clergy that
was held at Oral Roberts University. It was a diverse, yet intimate, gathering of fifty or so
lead pastors from around the city. I was impressed as I took my seat at the table and
scanned the room. I was among the younger leaders there, and there was a good
representation of middle-aged and elderly leaders. There were leaders in clerical collars,
finely tailored suits, business casual attire, and others in jeans. African-American and
White leaders were represented, as were Hispanic, Asian, African, and Native American
leaders. Some of the leaders ministered in the blighted areas of the inner city, others in
the gritty ministries that combat drug and alcohol abuse, and many more, like me, that
pastored churches in suburbia. There were Lutherans, Episcopalians, Methodists,
Charismatics, Baptists, and Nazarenes. This representative slice of the faith community
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shared a meal together, chatted politely at round tables with one another, and was
informed about the ways in which Oral Roberts University existed as an extension of the
local church.
At the very end of the program, we were asked to stand as we sang, worshiped,
and prayed together. It was a transcendent moment! We began by singing “A Mighty
Fortress is Our God.” It was a majestic, regal, and stirring rendition, and you felt the
mainline crowd “lean in.” We then sang “Amazing Grace,” with a slight Gospel twist,
and you sensed a “tear in the eye” of the Evangelical contingent. Finally, we sang a
celebrated chorus from the Charismatic renewal, “I Exalt Thee.” Here, the
Pentecostal/Charismatic bunch felt their “goosebumps” and were energized.
Throughout this musical tribute, as a Pentecostal myself, I raised my hands in
worship to God. There was a profound awareness of the presence of God. While I do not
want to lose anyone at this juncture, something happened in that moment that had
happened to me before on occasion. As I was worshiping God, I felt what I can only
describe as an “electrical” sensation in both of my hands. I know that may seem weird to
some folks, but this was something that I had come to understand throughout the years as
God’s personal way of leading me to stop whatever I was doing at that moment and pray
for the physical healing of those around me who were sick. I remember how ironic it felt
in that setting. I was in a meeting on the campus of a university whose founder had also
testified to something similar when he ministered healing prayers on behalf of those who
attended his meetings. In fact, the famous entrance to the university is graced with a
sixty-foot-tall sculpture, weighing thirty tons, that is an exact replica of Oral’s “praying”
hands.
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Realizing my “junior” status at the meeting, I did not want to stand out in any
way. I began to search my mind as to what God required of me at that moment. I
wondered if there was someone at my table who was battling an illness and needed
prayer. I was not in a position to presumptuously ask such a thing. I was determined not
to interrupt the meeting to call attention to myself. I was stumped. I knew what I was
feeling, but I didn’t know what to do about it. I began to pray, and I asked the Lord for
wisdom. I sensed in my heart to open my eyes and, once again, survey the room. As I did,
all the unique differences that I mentioned earlier were present. I asked God who to pray
for as I paid particular attention to those who were most elderly and feeble among us.
There was a whisper of God’s voice inside my heart. What I believe the Lord said in that
moment stunned me. The Lord said, “Pray for me. Pray for my body.” I must confess I
didn’t understand immediately. Then, I sensed something a little stronger. “Pray for my
body, because it is diseased and divided. There are parts that are cut off from one another.
Pray that my body might be healed!”
There have been more than a few occasions since that experience when I have felt
that tingling sensation in my hands. Often, I have given an appeal, in the context of a
public church service, to pray for those who are sick. However, there have also been
times of prayer in isolation when that sensation has caused me to pray for my own
congregation to be healed, for my denomination to be healed, and for the community of
faith in my city to be healed.
Please hear the appeal once more…the Lord’s body is sick, and it must be healed.
As practitioners and messengers of the Gospel, we must begin to lend ourselves to the
awesome responsibility of nourishing our part of the “body” of Christ back to health
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again. It is the only hope for ourselves, the generations that follow us, and for the Church
that Jesus gave His life’s blood to build.
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CHAPTER ONE:
A Parable of Pandemic
The year is 2050. Signs of death are everywhere. A dark cloud hangs over the
earth. A depressive malaise grips the world as every organized society seeks desperately
to overcome one of the greatest catastrophes the world has ever seen. The cumulative
reality of the present moment did not happen as the experts had predicted. There has been
no nuclear stand-offs among rival nations, no detonations by a terrorist group or rogue
entity, and no significant cataclysm because of global warming. Yet, the bleak reality of
life on earth is seen by the absence of little children playing on playgrounds, of young
couples in love strolling through the streets, of expansive subdivisions and neighborhoods
that dot the landscape of cities and towns. Instead, society is aged, decrepit, and
demented. The streets are filled with gray-haired “zombies” who tremor and murmur as
they shuffle about. Patients far outnumber caregivers, and the financial structure of the
developed world has imploded as there are no wage earners to create revenue to care for
the indigent majority of the citizenry.165 The scenario is that of a nightmare—one that
plays out slowly and deliberately as the world wastes away.
Throughout a series of decades, strange, yet powerful, viruses emerged from
exotic and obscure places. While primarily originating in the emerging world, these
diseases often brought the world, in disparate demographics, to their knees as scientists
and medical personnel stood baffled by the complexity of threats presented. AIDS,
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Ebola, Avian Flu, and several others struck fear in the hearts of both the rich and the
poor, the sick and the well, and the weak and the powerful in every sector of the world.
In a familiar chatter of news wires, global media outlets began to report on
strange happenings in the Central African Republic. It was here, in the Dzanga region
that’s dominated by the presence of a large nature reserve, that sickened hunters emerged
with piercing fevers and major organ failure. Soon, this virus was spotted in the
developing world and panic spread like wildfire. Scientists from major world health
organizations converged into the troubled nation to stave off the spread of a rapidly
moving super-virus that ominously took the name of its surroundings - “Dzanga.”166
Scientists noted, in their research for a cure, a complex molecular structure in the
architecture of the virus that was particularly aggressive in its internal mutation. This
mutation constituted a “shape shifting” virus that made straightforward immunological
processes insufficient and limited in their scope to address a cure. Yet, it was here, while
battling this virus, that something much larger than just another vaccine for the latest
“monster” virus would emerge. While examining local plant specimens and soil samples,
scientists noticed the erratic and aggressive behavior of a microbe taken from an area
where uranium had once been excavated. The microbe, while organically living in the
soil, had been empowered and somehow militarized by the radioactivity of the uranium
deposits nearby. This microscopic “warrior” seemed to mirror the behavior of the cells it
surrounded, neutralized their dominant features, and catalytically created a rebirth
process. The implications were astounding! Not only did the microbe enable a living
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enzyme that could adapt to the mutation of the virus, the durability and adaptability of
these samples could constitute a medical “Rosetta Stone” that could address some of the
most difficult medical issues in the world.
As the discovery of the vaccine emerged, the Dzanga strain of virus quickly faded
from the headlines and was calmly relegated to the catalog of potential threats that could
have brought about an apocalyptic event to the world. The legacy of the Dzanga research
would be the discovery of the radiation infused soil in the Central African Republic. Biotech companies throughout the world began to mobilize large-scale excavation efforts to
salvage and store soil deposits from uranium enriched areas throughout the world. This
hysteria led to a modern-day “gold rush”.
As harvested soil poured in from uranium hot spots throughout the word, the work
of the scientific community regulated and optimized the specimens for various uses. The
possibilities of cancer treatment were among the most promising. As the data began to
find commonalities in their conclusions among various universities and research firms,
world governments began to streamline protocols for experimentation and human case
studies. These clinical trials commenced within a short time among a select number of
the most desperate ‘Stage 4’ cancer patients with pancreatic, bone, and liver cancers. The
results were astounding: within one year, every one of the 250 patients that submitted to
the research was cancer free.
In an announcement that rocked the world, a multi-national panel of doctors made
an announcement from the headquarters of the United Nations in New York that a cure
for cancer had been found. Within weeks, over 10,000,000 cancer patients in the United
States began paperwork to clear the obstacles and legal hurdles to receive the
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groundbreaking therapies. Pandemonium broke out around the world as desperately sick
people stormed health care providers and government regulatory agencies in hopes of
receiving a miracle cure. A “greed-like” fear swept the world as many people panicked
that there would not be a sufficient supply of raw materials in the face of such
overwhelming demand. Quickly, uranium enriched soil became more valuable than oil,
diamonds, or gold. Fortunes were gained quickly in the hysteria, and fortunes were lost
even faster as the established medical industry that treated cancer was turned upside
down.
As larger and larger numbers of people were successfully treated, complaints and
problems arose – at first, as a trickle and later as a torrent. Terrible side effects were
reported among patients that were as harmless as acute periods of photosensitivity to
allergic reactions to food that were a unique result of the introduction of the drug therapy.
Though chemotherapy had brought about side effects that were historically similar, it
seemed now that the only competitive advantage that existed among pharmaceutical
companies were altered remedies that eliminated potential side effects.
Because of the intense competition, aggressive alterations were made to the
original remedy. These alterations varied from company to company, and exotic
combinations were pursued in an effort to stand apart from other therapies. A popular
variant used a strain of the mumps virus in tandem with the base treatment. The virus
was used to act as a preservative to the drug therapy in order that the potency of the virus
could be extended beyond the 60-day “shelf life” to a one year expiration period. While
great care had been taken to ensure the safety of the drug in its original form, regulatory

108
efforts became lax and sloppy as the market became flooded with company after
company who wanted a slice of the booming market.
Astonishingly, nearly 2,000,000 new patients were introduced to the market
annually. As the most popular version of the drug allowed for greater inventories, there
was an insidious threat that was quietly hidden in the vials of medicine that sat on the
shelves of pharmacies, clinics, and hospitals throughout the world. Though people were
being treated for cancer in the same way children were once treated for the chickenpox, it
did not take long for irregularities to begin to surface throughout the world.
Former cancer patients, who now believed that they were in complete remission,
suddenly began experiencing piercing high fevers that registered at 106 degrees. These
periods of outbreaks created delirium among the affected segment of the population. As
the fevers rose, the virus within the drug became militarized and contagious. The fevers
were characteristic of the mumps virus; however, the uranium that catalytically
neutralized cancer now attacked the lining of the brain during the period of delirium.
Due to the volatility of the awakened virus combined with the sheer numbers of people
who had been treated for cancer, multitudes were now sickened with a rapidly spreading
virus that no one saw coming.
Headlines blared “PANDEMIC”! World financial markets were roiled. The
numbers of people infected continued to rise, while quarantines proved useless. While air
travel was restricted, the unlikely carriers of the disease continued to relish their “new
lease on life.” While the incidents of death were primarily among the elderly and those
compromised by pre-existing health conditions, the impact was staggering. Perhaps the
most devastating were the reports of young children. Their cases were particularly
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heartbreaking because of the susceptibility to the highest range of fevers. Among male
children, most were left sterile following their treatment.
Vaccines were mass produced to stave off new occurrences of the disease. Health
care providers scrambled to treat patients with traditional therapies used for the mumps.
For many, the abatement of the spread of the virus through the mumps vaccines allowed
life to return to normal, and the outbreak of the virus was seen as a “cost of doing
business” in the extermination of cancer.
However, the ancillary effect of the virus, through the damage to the lining of the
brain, was not identified. Though a few health care providers noted instances of acute
brain encephalopathy, most believed that it was only a temporary, fleeting effect of the
disease. Little did they know that the virus had set the stage for early-onset dementia in
countless millions.167 Though it would take nearly a decade to emerge, the insistence to
push the boundaries of medicine had constructed a “ticking time bomb” that would leave
the world helpless and aging in cataclysmic proportions. Within a matter of years, the
effects of the powerful uranium enriched therapies that was carried by the virus would
begin to cognitively cripple men and women in the prime of their lives.
The virus, at stage 1, was nearly undistinguishable from common maladies such
as influenza. Through later forensic studies, stage 1 would also become known as “the
awakening”. The dormant virus came to life through a disruptive health event. At stage
2, stratospheric fevers, combined with severe dehydration, emerged with breaks from
reality, characterized by fits of rage and anti-social tendencies, that lasted from a few
hours to a few days. Stage 3 of the virus demonstrated a prolonged malaise that
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mimicked the symptoms of Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. Breaks from reality were
replaced with intermittent periods of coma. Finally, at stage 4, complete dementia
swallowed up the active consciousness and left the patient without the ability to
recognize family or friends or the day of the week, or articulate even the most basic
understanding of their past history or present surroundings. The hostility, that
characterized earlier stages, was replaced by a deep darkness that permeated their
demented comdition.
After several years, the destruction among human and financial assets were
immense. While cemeteries could not hold the growing number of fatalities, new
methods of mass burial were employed that was reminiscent of wartime methodologies.
In the world financial systems, stimulus packages placed bandages on the open wounds
of failing economies. Traditional “social safety net” programs faltered, and the
confidence of millions were shattered.
The post-mortem of the disease would be a legacy where the vital statistics of a
healthy society were turned upside down. A reality where Alzheimer’s units far
outnumbered, in locations and population, the daycare centers and elementary schools of
the world. The world was made hapless and helpless by a virulent fever that made them
sterile so that a rising generation never emerged, and the creation of an aging generation
that was far too demented to even care.168 In its quest for healing, the world became old.
In the words of an unknown author:
“When the world grows old, children play but are never seen…
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When the world grows old, security increases and passions flee…
When the world grows old, tradition strangles and innovation hides…
When the world grows old, injustices happen but no one cries….
When the world gets old, society dies and dies alone…
This is what happens when the world gets old…”
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CHAPTER 2:
“The Principles of a Pandemic”
In the opening narrative, there is a parabolic depiction of a global catastrophe.
While the themes contained within the story are horrible, they are not outside the realm of
possibility. Our society has become conditioned by the “unspeakable” with recent acts of
terrorism throughout the world, the AIDS pandemic, and horrible diseases like Ebola that
have claimed countless lives. In a word, we have come to expect and accept things that
are devastating and tragic. In fact, for those who possess a literal and conservative view
of eschatology, they believe that such things MUST happen so that the end will come.
However, the same theological perspective that frames the cataclysmic events of
the eschaton, as simply a verbatim expression of apocalyptic literature, also flippantly
omits the Western Church from the ascendant possibilities that exist in the “end of days.”
Most people who embrace the demise of the world through prophetic realities also
believe that, in these moments, the Church will rise triumphantly in reaching people with
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In many sectors, this demise is happening as the church is
experiencing it’s “finest hour.” The migration of the Church, moved by the wind of the
Spirit, has shifted globally from a directional track of “North-and-West” to “South-andEast.” With this change of wind, the Church is now filled with more color and culture
than ever before. The hues of skin within the Church have darkened considerably. Now,
the majority of people who claim the name of Jesus range from various shades of red and
yellow to brown and black, instead of the dominant “pale white” complexion that
reflected the majority of the Church for centuries. The great empires of the world in
Europe and the United States that were once shaped by the values of scripture have fallen
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into a downward spiral, while the Gospel is reshaping the boundaries of government,
science, and innovation in the once forgotten and overlooked regions of the world in
Africa, and Central and South America, as well as in Asia and the Pacific Islands. In
particular, the rise and maturity of Pentecostalism over the last century has given birth to
a movement that found root in the lower classes of society, but now produces members of
Parliament, Congress, and, in some cases, candidates for President in “Third World”
countries like Brazil and Malawi.169,170
Yet, with the success the Gospel has produced in its migration to the South and
East, the “mother” countries that gave birth to these movements have grown old and
diseased. In 1910, the “global north” comprised 82.2% of Christianity, while today it
totals only 39.2%.171 Today, Thom Rainer estimates, 94% of the evangelical church in
America is in stagnation or decline.172 Ironically, in an age that bears the marks of the
soon return of Jesus Christ to the world, the Church who believes in the disintegration of
the world as the prophetic fulfillment of scripture is also crumbling step-for-step with the
world around them.
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In the opening story, the scientific community found a “wonder drug” in its
efforts to combat the threat of an emerging virus. Though the drug therapy was sufficient
to combat major health concerns like cancer, the greed and ambition of pharmaceutical
companies made alterations to the miracle cure that ultimately brought the world to its
knees in surrender. In keeping with the theme of the story, the Church today seems as
determined as the fictitious companies of the story to “improve” upon the Gospel through
our own self-perceived alterations as a means to ministry success. Just as the fictitious
world could not conceive of the far-reaching effects of the virus in the decades to come,
most Christians in America are willingly ignorant to the sad realities that await us in the
near future should today’s trends prevail. If the American church needs a preview of what
is to come, we only need to look to the “east” to see the current state of the Church in
Europe. In 1910, about two-thirds of the world’s Christians lived in Europe, where the
bulk of Christians had been for a millennium, according to historical estimates by the
Center for the Study of Global Christianity.173 At present, less than 4% of Europe is
categorized as evangelical Christian.174 Staggering as it may seem, the continent that gave
us, in the United States, the gospel is now reaching an extinction-point reality as it relates
to Christianity. In the story, the demise of world came through a societal upheaval where
demographics tilted to a predominantly elderly population that was incoherent to the
world around them. Today, in Europe, large majestic cathedrals that once housed
hundreds and thousands of worshippers are now comprised of handfuls of senior citizens
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who gather on any given Sunday until they are promoted to their eternal reward in
heaven. Gone are the Martin Luthers, John Wesleys, Charles Spurgeons, William Booths,
David Livingstones, and William Careys. Could we, in this country, be reaching a similar
place in the next twenty to thirty years?
Today, the prevailing influence of society, in America and Europe, is secular
humanism, while the Church’s influence has been relegated to the fringe of society and
popular thought. In the story, the younger generation had become infected. Due to their
piercing fevers, they were indelibly marked by sterility. The dangerous fevers exposed
the lining of the brain to the toxic uranium that once proved useful. The disease would
later play out in four crushing stages…each stage more devastating than its predecessor.
In like manner, our churches are moving progressively through a spectrum of
dysfunctions and disruptions that threaten the Church’s future survival. Instead of
prolonged malaise, the Church suffers a form of apathetic complacency that sneers in the
face of catastrophic demise. Instead of burning with piercing fevers, the Church of today
is now sterile through a blatant lukewarmness that does not generate enough warmth for
spiritual procreation to occur and be sustained.
The uranium, that came to attack the lining of the brain, shares similarities to the
secular and religious humanism that’s infecting the pulpits of our land. The humanism of
our time, once promulgated from ivory towers through academic lecterns in secular
universities, now is preached on Sunday mornings in churches that want to allow the
medicinal “pill” of the Gospel to go down easier. Instead of administering a life-saving
vaccine, these churches have only created a placebo effect where those who swallow this
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medicine to feel better cognitively, but are not changed or transformed in the substance of
their spiritual being. Ed Stetzer describes it this way:
I do think we are in challenging times. The last ten years have brought us to that
reality. There have been a few distractions along the way. The emerging church
came promising answers to evangelicals for a ‘third way,’ but flamed out and now
looks more like the avant-garde wing of mainline Protestantism. Some tried to
withdraw from culture, but culture just kept coming. Some slowly replaced
regular gospel proclamation with moralistic therapeutic deism—being good
makes you a better person, and that makes ‘the man upstairs’ happy. Still others
were so driven by pragmatism that they eventually began to look like a collection
of programs and strategies, devoid of the message of Jesus.175
The Church of today has forfeited its moral clarity and prophetic authority
through its complicit willingness to declare what was once “wrong” to be right, and
forsaking what is “right” by celebrating what is wrong. This spiritual encephalopathy has
created a delirium where we are trapped inside our own insanity. Many local churches
cannot look beyond their own parking lot to a dying world because they are embroiled in
petty turf wars over styles of music, which version of the Bible to read from, the style of
clothes to wear on Sunday, who controls church governance, and a myriad of other
deluded ideas that blind their eyes, paralyze their resolve, and perpetuate an unabating
confusion that leaves them spiraling downward into abject misery and failure.
These horrible symptoms are reminiscent of letters that Jesus wrote to the seven
churches of Asia in Revelation 3. For instance, when Jesus wrote to the church in
Laodicea declaring their lukewarm condition, he stated that, from their own perspective,
they were “rich and in need of nothing.” Yet, from the vantage point of Jesus, they were
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“wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked.”176 The western Church of this present age
is reminiscent of a poor soul afflicted with dementia who lives lavishly in the lap of
luxury, yet is completely unaware of their true condition. They shuffle instead of run,
murmur instead of proclaim; their clothes are mired in self-neglect instead of wearing the
armor of God, and they live only for the next meal instead of producing enough to feed
themselves and others.
The Church is also reflective of the church of Thyatira. To this church, Jesus said
that they had “a name [reputation] that you are alive, but you are dead.” Much like those
inflicted with the neurotoxin, they were people of the “walking dead,” a form of
“zombie” that was living, breathing, and occupying space, yet emotionally and spiritually
dead. These are sad, hapless people who are trapped within a prison of flesh. Inside these
temporal prisons is a house of horrors filled with confusion, bizarre impulses, and altered
realities. Yet, as cruel as this metaphor appears, it is an apt description for the Church in
many instances. We are trapped inside the “four walls” of our church. Yes, we have
websites, budgets, staffs, a mortgage and power bill each month, and a smattering of
other factors that validate our existence. However, we are not alive per the criteria that
Jesus established through His death, burial, and resurrection. We are not the living,
loving, advancing, healing, creative, catalytic, and supernatural organism that Jesus
intended to transform our communities and the world. We have simply surrendered to a
state of being where “the lights are on, but nobody’s home.” All that remains for a
substantial part of the churches of our world is a proper burial. We are sick and infected,
and we desperately need healing.
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The problem is systemic. Our colleges and seminaries are producing “zombies” in
their own image instead of “wounded healers.” These second-generation “walkers” are
often more concerned with salaries and benefit packages, living in major metropolitan
areas in proximity to their favorite restaurants and sports teams, becoming the next
kingdom superstar, and having a Twitter following in the tens of thousands, than they are
with the daunting responsibility of faithfully preaching the word of God with sincerity
and power, of living in self-sacrifice so that others may know and hear, or loving people
more than they love crowds. This “zombification” has happened through the
professionalization of the clergy. At the heart of this tragedy is an embrace of the
professional at the expense of the prophetic. As a definition of terms, by professional, I
mean that which we produce by human effort as an extension of our humanized ideals.
By prophetic, I mean that which is produced by God’s Spirit as an extension of biblical
truth. The following passage says it well:
Can anything express the truth if it is not lived? Does the truth float around as a
disembodied concept? As Soren Kierkegaard saw it, much of what is publicized
as Christianity is simply “poetry” – the real has been turned into the imaginary.
True Christianity is turning the possible into the actual. This is the role of the
prophet, to challenge us and call for obedience to the word of the Lord. This is
why the Christian life is a subjunctive life. Our own feelings and desires have to
be replaced and indeed redeemed if we are to enter into the indicative or prophetic
reality of Christian life. Moses’ words have haunted me most of my life: “Would
God that all the Lord’s people were prophets!”177
Through the embrace of a toxic formalism, this exchange of the prophetic for the
professional has perpetuated the seepage of the infection to deeper and deeper levels. The
abnormal has now become normal. Any departure from these prevailing mindsets makes
today’s pastor or Christian stand apart as radical and fanatic. If the forefathers of previous
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generations were to look forward in time to see where we have come, those prophets
would not likely wag their fingers at us, but simply weep over us. Their prophetic voice,
which is merely the echo of our Father God in human vernacular, would not condemn us
but diagnose us. They would not heckle us, but seek to heal us because we are sick,
diseased, and dying. Their counsel would be a warning for the clergy to stop their
infection of the laity. Again, from Ed Stetzer:
We need to stand up against the clergification in the modern-day church—the
tendency to look at those who are professional ministers and say that they are the
ones who are called to mission, while the people in the pews are merely
consumers of religious goods and services. We need to see all God’s people
engaged in God’s mission, from their respective neighborhoods all the way to the
nations. We stand at a key moment, and part of the answer is to engage more of
God’s people in mission.178
This disease, of dying churches and pastors, is not an isolated incident, a mild
outbreak, or a localized phenomenon…it’s a pandemic! The virus that has afflicted us in
the American Western Church is a contagion—an infectious and contagious problem that
undermines our ability to see clearly and respond decisively. It feeds and grows off of the
worst parts of who we are—that which the Bible describes as our “flesh” in Galatians 6.
Our flesh is the fuel for its growth, and we must come to grips with what is necessary to
reverse the trends so that the work of Christianity through local churches can once again
be effective in the transformation of people, families, and communities. If not, the death
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rate will climb. It is reported that churches are dying, essentially ceasing to exist, at a rate
of eight per day.179
For many years, it was believed that this pandemic was only relegated to
mainline, Protestant groups that had experienced theological and missional “drift”
beginning in the mid-1960s. However, a closer examination of the trend shows decline
among all denominations, even among those with annual cumulative net growth,
regardless of theological persuasion. It must be noted that many mainline groups are
experiencing steeper rates of decline than denominations with more conservative
theological stances as well as non-denominational groups. As a basis for comparison,
David Roozen from the Hartford Institute for Religion Research chronicles the
movements of primarily mainline denominations including the United Methodist Church,
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the Presbyterian Church (USA), and the
United Church of Christ. He notes in his study:
The declines which had been the providence of oldline Protestantism, now
extended to all Christian families. [The study] documents a precedent-setting
finding: [the study] finds more than half of all American churches have less than
100 people in attendance for the first time in our series. Relatedly, [the study]
shows that for the first time median weekend attendance has fallen below 100.180
While Roozen’s focus centers upon mainline churches, Ed Stetzer, former director
of the Southern Baptist Convention’s Lifeway Research, majors on the same category of
research among primarily evangelical groups. Though focusing on the generally more
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conservative end of the Protestant spectrum, similar trends are being seen. According to
Stetzer, 89% of Southern Baptist churches are in stagnation or decline. He further notes
that 66% of Assemblies of God churches and 80% of Nazarene churches are in decline as
well.181
So, what is the answer? Some might suggest that this is simply a statistical
problem. This school of thought states that if the attendance numbers of churches begins
to increase, then we have empirical data that the problem is being solved. While I believe
that this a partial indicator, it does not represent the holistic change that is required.
Allow me for a moment to speak of the importance of church growth. Having gone
through a doctoral program recently, I understand that the term “church growth” is a dirty
word in many circles. This is often a reaction to the attempt by leading figures to reduce
the operation of the church to a set of prescribed methods that worked well in their
particular ministries. This formulation of highly subjective ideas, birthed from a
particular geographical or localized need or from the unique personality of a leader, has
led smaller ministries and less-well-known leaders to follow their prescription for success
without consideration of what is best for their local church or community, or even God’s
unique design for their calling. It is a sad, but verifiable, fact that we have become so
apathetic and lazy in our exercise of ministry that we would rather borrow someone else’s
revelation from God than to receive an authentic revelation for ourselves. While many of
these methods worked in California, South Korea, and various other places around the
world, there is no guarantee that this methodological prescription will work in the locales
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of rural America, the inner cities, Native American reservations, or in an assortment of
other missional contexts. It is for this reason that the criticism exists. Ministries have
been destroyed, and many people wounded, when leaders have bought a book, went to a
conference, and sought to implement a wholesale strategy for growth at the expense of
the people and ministries they serve.
However, there is still something to be said of growth. If a restaurant opened its
doors, and no one came to patronize the establishment, it would not remain open for very
long—especially if it served terrible food and had terrible service and unsanitary
facilities. If people routinely received food poisoning from the food that is served, it is
the responsibility of some regulatory agency to close the doors. Yet, a restaurant that
serves good food will always have a following. Some will serve billions like
McDonald’s, and others will serve hundreds like your favorite “Mom and Pop” café in
your community. The point is the delivery system may be different, the product may vary
in style, and the business plans may have nothing in common, but there will always be a
market for good food that satisfies hunger.
As a pastor and denominational leader, I grow weary of hearing churches that are
on the verge of collapse castigate other churches that are growing and reaching people.
There is a biased assumption, possibly a result of personal pain and insecurity, that
suggests growing ministries have somehow compromised. This becomes the plausible
explanation as to why their own ministries are faltering—because they are preaching the
truth in a generation that refuses to accept it. I will quickly recognize that any church can
draw a crowd if they gave out free money every Sunday, or they constantly created an
entertainment platform that was nothing more than a “dog-and-pony” show. However,
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the majority of growing churches are simply serving “good food.” They are delivering
well-prepared, biblical messages in the context of thoughtful and appropriate ministries
and are producing a growing number of happy, healthy Christians.
Therefore, growth is an indicator of revitalization among churches, but for all the
aforementioned reasons, it is not the only indicator. In fact, in the context of biblical
revitalization, numerical growth is the last thing that is seen, experienced, and realized.
Long before a church grows numerically, a culture for health and significance has been
created through prayer, generosity, and the embrace of several other biblical values that
build a lasting foundation for ministry. Instead of church “growth,” church “health” is the
beginning point for any church that desires to rid themselves of the pandemic of spiritual
disease that is killing churches in America.
So, is there a beginning point from a biblical perspective? In our story, millions of
people were infected with a feared disease with catastrophic outcomes. Yet, before the
masses could be healed, there had to be someone in a lab who formulated a vaccine that
could heal a single infected person. Rather than trying to formulate an answer for
thousands of churches with varying styles, theological backgrounds, and individual
histories, the question must be asked: “Is there any universal concept that the Bible uses
to identify a framework for healing the Church?” I believe that the answer is “yes.” Of all
the metaphors Jesus used to describe what His Church is like; the metaphor of the human
body, in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12, most closely reflects the common language
and imagery that is universally understood to deliver healing and restoration to a Church
in peril. The “body” provides for a common language that is universally present and
easily understood. It is one of the most durable metaphors that transcends ages, cultures,
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socio-economic backgrounds, locales, and theological backgrounds. While the
methodological construct will be different in every revitalizing effort, the need for a
healthy heart, lungs, brain, etc. is required for a “body” to be healthy and function
properly. As such, there are many parallels between the necessities of physical health and
spiritual health in the context of local churches. As church leaders and believers who love
and care for the “body of Christ,” the prescriptions for health that we offer to the church
can be prescribed through a lens of “body health.” With tenacity, passion, and an
unrelenting determination, let’s mend what is broken, heal what is sick, and tend to what
has been neglected! The Body of Christ is wounded in the house of His friends and calls
out for healers who will bring healing to the only means we have for transforming the
world in which we live.

